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Abstract 
 
Business schools globally face an increasing demand from industry to deliver graduates with 
advanced critical thinking, ethical reasoning and communication skills. Case studies, 
employing collaborative learning activities in the form of argumentation and negotiation 
exercises, are widely used to facilitate the acquisition of this complex skill set. However, 
despite its widespread use, little has been written about the micro-level processes at work 
when business students collaborate around solving the ethical dilemmas presented in case 
studies. As a result, there is a lack of guiding principles for productive and effective tutor 
intervention into collaborative exercises in higher education. 
 
The research project was undertaken to gain a more concrete understanding of how 
business students in higher education use discussion and argumentation in a face-to-face 
learning environment to develop the ethical, communication and critical thinking 
competencies required for their future careers. From a theoretical perspective, the project 
contributes to the learning sciences as it builds on the current theory related to the 
cognitive processes in group learning and argumentation as a tool for learning. 
Furthermore, the findings are used to provide practical applications such as guidelines for 
designing collaborative exercises; intervention into group discussions; and the assessment 
of collaborative competencies.  
 
Conversation Analysis (CA) was performed on the video-recordings of six groups attempting 
to negotiate consensus when presented with a business case study outlining an ethical 
dilemma. This micro-analysis of conversational moves illuminated patterns in the 
collaborative process relating to the framing of issues for discussion and the occurrence of 
silence as either a functional or dysfunctional component of a group discussion. Positioning 
analysis emerged as an appropriate framework for interpreting the way group members 
resist, repair, facilitate and utilise learning opportunities.  
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Examples from the data are presented to illustrate the occurrences of conversational moves 
relating to issue framing, silence and the positions students adopt in the conversation. From 
the findings, profiles for productive and unproductive collaborative sessions emerged and 
are presented in the light of the key characteristics that define productive and unproductive 
discussions. These profiles are further elaborated on with reference to how the findings 
address the research questions and hypotheses. Limitations of the project and directions for 
future research projects to address the limitations and build on the insights gained from the 
project are outlined. Finally, recommendations are made for the practical applications of 
the findings. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Background to the study 
 
The higher education sector is evolving – in some areas too rapidly and in others perhaps 
not rapidly enough – to keep up with changes occurring globally in the way people learn, 
work and communicate. 30 years ago, it would have been hard to imagine a reputable 
university offering courses devoid of lectures. Knowledge was transferred from an expert in 
the field to a vast audience of students in large lecture theatres. Fast-forward to today and 
the trend is shifting towards courses that put an emphasis on small group collaborative 
learning, either face-to-face or in an online environment (Bishop & Verleger, 2013). 
Adopting this more interactive and individualised approach means more classes consisting 
of fewer students. This inevitably puts pressure on the staffing resources of higher 
education providers as it relies on a large body of tutors who are not only knowledgeable in 
the subject area but who are also expert teachers and facilitators (Hardman, 2016).  
 
Universities in Australia and other English-speaking countries are grappling to maintain the 
quality of education while implementing these changes in the mode of delivery of their 
courses. At the same time they also have to contend with cohorts that are constantly 
changing (Department of Education and Training, 2018). An increase in international 
students have made it necessary to adapt learning materials to accommodate different 
cultural learning styles and to devise strategies to ensure multi-cultural groups function 
optimally (Jonson, McGuire, & O’Neill, 2015; Lee, Farruggia, & Brown, 2013).  
 
Business education has had to contend, not only with these challenges facing the whole of 
the higher education sector, but also with the increased awareness around ethical decision-
making and conduct in business.  In the post-Enron-GFC-Volkswagen era we find ourselves 
in, the proverbial buck seems to have stopped with business schools. The business world is 
looking to business schools to produce graduates that are capable of solving problems and 
making decisions in a way that is ethically sound and sensitive to not only the shareholders 
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but stakeholders across the board (De Cremer, Mayer, & Schminke, 2010; O'Boyle & 
Sandona, 2014; Sims & Felton Jr., 2006). In addition to this, future employers’ wish lists 
include graduates who possess the ability to work in diverse teams, high-level critical 
thinking skills, and highly developed communication skills (Bridgstock, 2009; Matthews, 
2016).  
 
In response to industry’s demands and requirements from the Association to Advance 
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB) to not only include ethics in business courses but to 
make it a priority outcome, more and more business schools are employing the case 
method for teaching decision-making and ethics (Bridgman, Cummings, & McLaughlin, 
2016). Research on proving the effectiveness of the method has focussed mostly on testing 
the mode of delivery (Jonson et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2011) or the content of case studies 
and business curricula (He, 2015; Sims & Felton Jr., 2006). As such very little is known about 
the sociocognitive learning processes involved when students collaborate through case 
studies. 
 
1.2 Significance of the study 
 
Learning is a complex phenomenon that operate on both the internal mental space of the 
individual and the shared external space that is created through collaboration. The 
processes in these internal and external spaces constantly influence and are influenced by 
each other to facilitate the building and acquisition of knowledge that is referred to with the 
term “learning” (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005; Fischer, Hmelo-Silver, Goldman, & Reimann, 2018).  
 
My study approaches the investigation of case study learning from a learning sciences 
perspective. First and foremost, learning from case studies is seen as small group 
collaborative learning. This angle is underrepresented in higher education research in 
general and even more so in the research on business education. Sociocognitive theories on 
learning are applied to make sense of the learning processes involved in the specific context 
of case study learning in higher education. Therefore, the first contribution of the project is 
to the theory in the field of the learning sciences. 
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Additionally, the insights gained from the data analysis can be translated into practical 
applications for tutor training in higher education. As mentioned previously, the growing 
need for tutors with a diverse skill set means that universities have to take on the 
responsibility of professional development of their staff body to ensure the success and 
quality of small group learning. This project is a response to calls from scholars for more 
detailed research that can inform tutor training around how to effectively scaffold learning 
in the classroom (Daniel & Jordan, 2017; Hardman, 2016). 
 
Furthermore, the project is making methodological contributions in terms of expanding the 
body of work in higher education that employ Design-based research (hereafter referred to 
as DBR). DBR, the methodology that guided the design and implementation of the research 
process, makes research available to all practitioners in the form of a tool to improve their 
practice. As such this study could serve as a blueprint or point of reference for the design of 
future studies as previous studies have done for this work (Borthick, Jones, & Wakai, 2003).  
 
With regards to methods, I combine a conversation analytic approach with other 
approaches to data analysis that have been seldom used in studies on collaboration in 
higher education. Combining Conversation Analysis (hereafter referred to as CA) and issue 
framing opens up novel ways to understand group interaction around decision-making and 
argumentation in business education. Finally, applying CA in conjunction with positioning 
analysis extends the use of positioning analysis into a domain it has previously not been 
applied in.  
 
1.3 Research questions 
 
Two research questions have steered and informed interaction with the existing literature, 
the choice of methodology and methods, and the application of those methods in the data 
analysis process. 
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1. How do business students employ conversation to create and utilise learning 
opportunities when negotiating consensus in an ethics case study in a face-to-face 
learning environment? 
2. How can an understanding of students’ use of argumentative practices in 
conversation when collaboratively learning from an ethics case study inform the 
theory on cognition and learning design in higher education? 
 
1.4 Overview of the study 
 
The study was conducted in two phases at a large urban university in Australia. The 
intervention studied was the implementation of the case study method in a postgraduate 
business course to teach the ethics component of the course and to increase collaborative 
learning opportunities. This was done to assure course learning outcomes related to 
communication, critical thinking, and ethical reasoning skills. Data collection took place over 
two consecutive semesters and findings from the first round of data collection informed 
changes made to the learning material and instructions for the second round of 
implementation and data collection.  
 
The group discussions of consenting participants were video-recorded and analysed using 
software that is specifically suited to fine-grained coding – such as the coding required for a 
CA study. The software, called ELAN, also accommodates the conversational data of 
multiple participants in a group discussion. Extensive data analysis was performed to answer 
the research questions and test the research hypotheses. 
 
1.5 Structure of the thesis 
 
The thesis consists of nine chapters including this first introductory chapter and a final 
concluding chapter that summarises the dissertation.  
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Chapter 2 covers an overview and discussion of the literature relevant to the study. This 
chapter serves to situate the project in the broader fields of the learning sciences and 
collaborative learning and in the context of higher education. It also outlines the applicable 
literature related to DBR as the guiding methodology and CA as the chosen method for data 
analysis. 
 
In Chapter 3 detailed information on the participants, steps for data analysis, and the 
specific coding schemes that were employed are provided and explained. The chapter is 
constructed to clearly outline how a DBR project is conducted and to make it possible to 
replicate or amend the study in future. It also contains working definitions for frequently 
used terms. 
 
The fourth through to sixth chapters present the findings of the study through the use of 
excerpts from the data to demonstrate and elaborate on salient observations. Chapter 4 
deals with how the groups interacted around framing issues for decision-making. Chapter 5 
focusses on the occurrence of different types of silence in group discussions. While Chapter 
6 relays the ways in which positioning was achieved through conversation and the impacts 
the adopted positions had on the progress of the conversation. Each of the findings 
chapters are concluded with a section discussing the insights gained on the particular aspect 
of data analysis. 
 
Following the findings chapters, Chapter 7 is a comprehensive discussion of all the findings. 
In this chapter patterns and connections across the three variables investigated in the 
findings chapters are compared and elaborated upon in terms of the impacts for learning. 
The chapter concludes with a consideration of the limitations of the study and directions for 
future research. Chapter 8 is intended as a toolkit for learning designers and tutors and 
consists of recommendations and guidelines for scaffolding collaborative learning activities 
in a higher education setting.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the relevant 
literature 
 
The study is situated in the very broad, dynamic and ever-expanding research area of the 
learning sciences and within that area in the field of collaborative learning. In this chapter I 
present a review of the literature on collaboration as presented in the learning sciences as it 
relates to the research questions that steered this research project. Leading theories on 
collaboration and research on collaboration are discussed with reference to how they 
informed and guided the research project. With this overview as a foundation, I then focus 
more specifically on research related to case study learning in business education and 
research on argumentation as a tool to facilitate deep learning in collaborative scenarios 
such as decision-making tasks presented by case studies. 
 
In the second half of the chapter an overview of DBR and its methodological goals are 
presented in the light of how these underlying assumptions guided the research process. 
Following from this, the principles of CA are discussed, and a motivation provided for CA as 
the most suitable method for data analysis. I refer to similar CA studies that I drew on as 
resources and examples for designing and implementing the data analysis steps. Finally, 
studies that informed the specific variables to be explored through CA are discussed and the 
research hypotheses that were tested in the data analysis are formulated. 
 
When approaching collaborative learning from a learning sciences perspective one 
inevitably has to navigate the tension between cognitive and sociocultural theories of 
learning. Cognitive theories of learning are built on the Piagetian assertion that learning is 
situated in the internal mental processes of individuals (Hmelo-Silver, Chinn, Chan, & 
O’Donnell, 2013; Piaget, 1932). Studies informed by cognitive theories most often aim to 
quantify these cognitive processes and develop models for predicting and explaining 
cognitive models. Sociocultural theories of learning, on the other hand,  
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include perspectives that, at their core, consider human activity to be inseparable 
from the contexts, practices, and histories in which activity takes place. From this 
perspective, studies of learning must focus beyond the individual to include the 
context in which the individual is interacting. (Danish & Gresalfi, 2018, p. 36). 
 
Of course, learning – either individually or in a group – cannot take place without internal 
cognitive processes constantly at work. Therefore, a sociocultural approach to learning, such 
as the one taken in this study, has to acknowledge and recognise the presence and possible 
influences of these cognitive processes even when they are not the focus of analysis. This 
stance is best summarised by Stahl (2013) in his description of the term group cognition: 
 
The term group cognition was coined to stress the goal of developing a postcognitive 
view of cognition as the possible achievement of a small group collaborating so 
tightly that the process of building knowledge in the group discourse cannot be 
attributed to any individual or even reduced to a sequence of contributions from 
individual minds. For instance, the knowledge might emerge through the interaction 
of linguistic elements, situated within a sequentially unfolding set of constraints 
defined by the group task, the membership of the group, and other local or cultural 
influences, as well as due to the mediation of representational artefacts and media 
used by the group (pp. 224-225). 
 
When adopting a Vygotskian perspective and viewing learning as a complex social process, 
the focus for data analysis shifts to the characteristics of collaboration that allow and foster 
learning in groups (Greeno & van de Sande, 2007; Sawyer, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). Studies 
that aim to measure if and how learning takes place through collaboration mainly focus on 
three processes that have been identified as the mechanisms for deep learning in the 
company of others. These processes are (Webb, 1989, 2013):  
1. providing and receiving explanations;  
2. dealing with and resolving conflict and controversy; and  
3. co-constructing an understanding of the material.  
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In the next subsection these processes will be discussed in more detail with reference to 
how they have been studied in the pursuit of knowledge around collaborative learning. 
Following this, I will present an overview of frameworks and coding schemes from the 
literature that has been designed for categorising learning activities in collaborative learning 
scenarios and that enable researchers to identify the presence of critical thinking in 
collaboration. These frameworks and coding schemes serve as useful tools that equip the 
researcher to make claims about the presence or absence of explanations, controversy and 
the co-construction of knowledge in group learning. 
 
2.1 How collaboration facilitates learning 
 
2.1.1 Explanations 
Explanations differ from simple factual statements that are merely a repetition of 
information from some external source such as a textbook or case study notes. The research 
on self-explanations has identified several cognitive processes that are involved when 
students produce explanations for their own benefit when interacting with learning 
materials. These findings have proven valuable also in understanding why explanations 
advance learning when proffered as contributions to a group discussion. The building blocks 
of explanations include, generating inferences to fill in missing information, integrating 
information within the study materials, integrating new information with prior knowledge, 
and monitoring and repairing faulty knowledge (Chi, Bassok, Lewis, Reimann, & Glaser, 
1989; Chi, de Leeuw, Chiu, & Lavancher, 1994). Thus, generating explanations is a 
cognitively demanding but deeply constructive activity (Roy & Chi, 2005, p. 275).  
 
The act of explaining benefits both the explainer and the recipients of the explanation. The 
person delivering the explanation, regardless of whether it is only for themselves or for an 
audience, has to formulate and externalise – often in verbal form – their current 
understanding of the material (Hausmann & VanLehn, 2007). The recipients are then 
required to assess the explanation and either reject it by making a judgment based on their 
current knowledge or accept it as valid and accommodate it in their current mental model 
(Chi & Ohlsson, 2005; Webb et al., 2009). The term mental model is used here to refer to a 
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learner’s internal representation of information and concepts (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). Hence 
learning can occur even when students explain their incorrect understanding of subject 
material as it makes the flaws in their reasoning visible and it creates the space for others to 
correct these misconceptions through their reciprocal explanations (Nussbaum, 2008).  
 
Although explanations form an integral part of learning in collaboration the presence of 
explanations, even high-quality explanations, does not automatically guarantee optimal 
learning. Individual explanations can be analysed for their quality in terms of the degree to 
which they display critical thinking but an explanation that remains isolated and 
disconnected from the rest of the conversation will not yield the same learning benefits as 
an explanation that is integrated into the discussion by other group members (Webb, 2013). 
I will elaborate on this requirement for connectedness in group learning in the section on 
co-construction. 
 
2.1.2 Conflict and controversy 
Conflicting views and beliefs about the learning material is the starting point for using 
argumentation as a tool to facilitate deep learning and research has shown that more 
complex arguments lead to greater learning gains (Chinn & Clark, 2013). The basis for 
argumentation being an effective means to stimulate learning is that learners are 
confronted with a view different from their own and as a result they have to either justify 
their current view or revise it to accommodate the information that does not fit into their 
existing mental model (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005).  
 
Argumentation and controversy are recurring themes in studies on business meetings and 
the negotiation of consensus in this setting (Choi & Schnurr, 2014; Kaukomaa, Peräkylä, & 
Ruusuvuori, 2014; Raclaw & Ford, 2015; Uzelgun, Mohammed, Lewiński, & Castro, 2015), 
but far fewer studies have been done in field of education around how argumentation 
functions as a mechanism for learning. Although there seems to be a general agreement in 
the literature that argumentation can benefit motivation levels, the acquisition of content 
knowledge and communication skills in group learning (Chinn & Clark, 2013), only a handful 
of studies have ventured into the specifics of how argumentation as a sociocognitive 
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process brings about these benefits. A study among high school students have proven that 
scaffolded argumentation can bring about a higher awareness of personal biases related to 
ethical issues (Goldberg, Schwarz, & Porat, 2011). Asterhan and Babichenko (2015) have 
investigated the effect on argumentative discourse styles on university students’ learning, 
finding that argumentative dialogue, whether among human peers or with a computer 
agent, brought about conceptual changes in students’ understanding of the material. 
 
In their book on the role and value of argumentation in education Schwarz and Baker (2017) 
call for more research into this aspect of collaboration by saying that “modern 
argumentation theories are not sufficient, as they stand, for understanding how 
argumentative practices in small groups of students can enable them to learn” (p. 58). One 
of the aims of this research project is to respond to their call by making a theoretical 
contribution that would address the identified gap. 
 
2.1.3 The co-construction of knowledge 
The potential of collaboration as a vehicle for enhancing critical thinking and the 
construction of new mental models has been well-established in the literature across 
multiple learning domains and through both qualitative and quantitative studies (Borthick et 
al., 2003; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013; Ostberg, 2009; Pilz & Zenner, 2017). Although 
collaboration clearly is an aid in achieving deep learning it is by no means a guarantee for 
deep learning. Researchers have thus also been interested in the reasons that collaboration 
does not always yield optimal learning outcomes. The main explanation for collaboration 
not consistently delivering the desired learning gains is a lack of connectedness among 
incidents of critical thinking in individual students in the collaborative scenario. 
 
In her paper “Why smart groups fail” Barron (2003) quantitatively explains the differences 
between successful and non-successful groups in a primary school mathematics classroom. 
She found that, not only did successful groups deliver a higher rate of suitable proposals for 
the solution of the presented problem, but the uptake and response rate to both suitable 
and unsuitable solutions were higher in successful groups. The term “skip connecting” is 
used to describe the process where group members fail to acknowledge the contributions 
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made by others and instead deliver a new idea or restate their own ideas without 
connecting it to the previous turn or any previous turn (Webb, 2013). There is a higher risk 
for this disconnectedness to arise in groups where there is a large discrepancy in student 
abilities. Higher performing students tend to dominate the problem-solving process leaving 
fewer opportunities for lower performing students to be part of the learning process. This 
inequity in collaborative learning is self-perpetuating as the higher performing students gain 
more from the interaction and therefore remain ahead of their lower performing peers 
(Abrahamson & Wilensky, 2005). 
 
Collective knowledge construction that benefits all the group members occurs “when 
people interact in such a way that they refer to each other, take up each other’s statements, 
opinions, and arguments, and integrate them into their own line of reasoning” (Cress & 
Kimmerle, 2018, p. 139). In a meta-analysis of collaborative learning studies Chi and 
Menekse (2015) confirmed that a high level of connectedness is an imperative for learning 
from collaboration. They applied the ICAP model (Chi & Wylie, 2014) (to be discussed in the 
next section) to prove that the dialogue patterns in a collaborative task influence the quality 
of learning that takes place. When constructive learning happens in parallel to the 
constructive learning of other group members it is not as effective as when group members 
build on each other’s contributions to jointly construct a new understanding of the material. 
“Co-constructive dialogues are the most powerful for learning because each partner can 
benefit from the other partner’s perspective, feedback and knowledge, and they can jointly 
create new knowledge that neither partner could have created alone” (Chi & Menekse, 
2015, p. 257). 
 
Knowing what is required for learning through collaboration then leads to two pressing 
questions. Firstly, how can researchers reliably identify instances of critical thinking such as 
explanations and argumentation and the level of connectedness among these instances? 
And secondly, what can curriculum designers and teachers do to create the optimal 
environment for connected critical thinking? In the next section, I present prominent 
models and frameworks from the literature for recognising and categorising collaborative 
learning activities. This is followed by a brief exploration of the relevant literature around 
scaffolding as a tool for enhancing group learning. 
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2.2 Models and frameworks for studying collaborative learning 
 
2.2.1 The ICAP framework 
The ICAP framework formulated by Chi (2009) differentiates learning activities by linking 
overt and observable activities to underlying cognitive processes (Chi & Wylie, 2014). 
According to this taxonomy learning increases in the sequence from passive (P) to active (A) 
to constructive (C) to interactive (I) with higher order activities subsuming lower order 
activities (Salomon & Perkins, 1998). This is due to an increase in knowledge integration or 
coherence combined with changes in epistemic beliefs from knowledge as pre-structured to 
knowledge as socially constructed (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). 
 
2.2.2 Passive 
Learners engage in passive learning when there is no observable action on the part of the 
learner. This type of learning typically only allows for the retention of new knowledge. 
Listening to a group discussion and only contributing agreements and acknowledgments 
such as “uh”, “okay”, “right” and so forth is an example of passive learning (Chi & Menekse, 
2015, p. 254). Different activities in the same category are expected to yield comparative 
learning gains. Therefore, it is expected that replacing the passive reading of the case study 
notes with the passive listening to others discussing a case study – although more engaging 
and appealing on a superficial level – will yield little, if any, additional benefit to deep 
learning (Barron, 2003; Chi, 2009). 
 
2.2.3 Active 
During activities that are classified as active there is a visible action of selection by the 
learner (Chi, 2009). In terms of group work active learning is displayed when a student 
makes a verbatim note of someone else’s contribution which assumes the learner identified 
an aspect of that contribution as important. Active learning activities promote the 
integration of new knowledge with existing knowledge. This occurs because a certain 
schema or mental model was activated in the first place i.e. the student made a mental 
judgement of where the new knowledge fits in (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). 
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2.2.4 Constructive 
Constructive activities are activities where learners “generate or produce additional 
externalized outputs or products beyond what was provided in the learning materials” (Chi 
& Wylie, 2014, p. 222). Constructive activities facilitate the construction of new knowledge 
by inferring new ideas deductively or inductively, reasoning analogically, integrating new 
knowledge with existing knowledge, linking information from different sources and 
repairing flawed mental models (Chi, 2009; Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). Examples of constructive 
activities in group learning include presenting a proposal for solving a problem, drawing a 
diagram to indicate connections between group members’ ideas and formulating a 
justification for an argument. 
 
It is important to note that the term “active learning” is often used in the literature 
(Borthick et al., 2003; Herrmann, 2013; Larsen, Butler, & Roediger, 2013; Mayer & Moreno, 
2003; Schwan & Riempp, 2004) to refer to activities that are classified “constructive” in the 
ICAP framework where a definite distinction exists between “active” and “constructive” 
activities as described above. 
 
2.2.5 Interactive 
Finally, interactive activities are characterised by the learner responding to an external 
stimulus and in doing so providing a new stimulus to be responded to (Chi & Wylie, 2014). 
As the research question of this project focusses on group learning and the emphasis is on 
the co-inferring and co-construction of knowledge in a face-to-face group situation, 
interactive activities will be referred to as “collaborative” activities to distinguish them from 
interactive activities that rely on a computer interface to provide input or feedback. 
 
The co-inferring and co-construction of knowledge that is typical of collaborative activities 
becomes an iterative knowledge building process (Fiore, Smith-Jentsch, Salas, Warner, & 
Letsky, 2010; Salomon & Perkins, 1998). Examples in group work include when a group 
member elaborates on another group member’s explanation or when a group member’s 
argument is challenged. 
 
  27 
These activities encompass all the processes of the modes lower down the hierarchy with 
the significant added benefit of experiencing different perspectives. Only in collaboration 
with others can the individual receive feedback on externalised thoughts. Therefore, 
perhaps somewhat ironically, collaboration is a pre-requisite for self-regulation and self-
reflection which in turn are vital aspects of learning in a complex domain where biases can 
influence the acquisition of knowledge such as the domains of ethics and culture studies 
(Goldberg et al., 2011; Salomon & Perkins, 1998; Sims, 2004). 
 
2.2.6 Coding schemes for identifying critical thinking in collaboration 
The development of computer-supported collaborative learning (hereafter referred to as 
CSCL) have made data on student collaboration through a computer platform freely 
available as student responses are captured more readily than in face-to-face interactions. 
As a result, various coding schemes have been developed to help make sense of the data 
and to enable course designers and tutors to recognise learning process in the discussions 
(De Wever, Schellens, Valcke, & Van Keer, 2006). Three of these coding schemes are 
discussed below as they are widely used and informed an early macro-level analysis of the 
data in my study to guide the identification of instances of critical thinking and critical 
thinking patterns as they occur in relation to learning opportunities. 
 
Newman and his colleagues (1995) created one of the first coding schemes to measure the 
occurrence of critical thinking. It was designed for use in both face-to-face and computer 
mediated seminars in a university level Information Technology course. The coding scheme 
consists of ten indicators for critical thinking and assigns a + or – to students’ contributions 
based on whether the indicator is present or absent. For example, J+ would indicate that a 
student used justification in their turn while J- would indicate the absence of an expected 
justification. 
 
Borrowing categories from Newman et al.’s (1995) coding scheme and adding some others 
Pena-Schaff and Nicholls (2004) developed a coding system for applying to an asynchronous 
computer bulletin board discussion among undergraduate communication students. The 
coding system is more fine-grained than Newman et al.’s as the ten knowledge construction 
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categories are supported by a list of indicators for each category. For example, questions 
can further be categorised as information seeking questions, discussion questions or 
reflective questions (Pena-Schaff & Nicholls, 2004, p. 254). 
 
Finally, Weinberger and Fischer (2006) created a coding scheme along four dimensions of 
knowledge construction for analysing university students’ asynchronous online discussions 
around complex educational and psychological issues. Their coding scheme makes provision 
for assessing the presence of specific argumentative moves and for identifying integration 
and connectedness among turns. It also allows the coder to identify whether students were 
able to create a shared problem space to inform their discussion as this emerged as an 
important factor in predicting the progress of a discussion. 
 
From the three coding systems I have synthesised three broad categories of conversational 
moves that were employed in the early stages of data analysis. Expository moves 
demonstrate critical thinking while peripheral conversational moves are devoid of critical 
thinking. Facilitative conversational moves, although not necessarily indicative of the 
presence of critical thinking, create connectedness and opportunities for critical thinking. 
These categories and their subcategories are listed in Table 2 in the next chapter. 
 
These coding systems all allow for a fine-grained analysis of the presence and form of 
learning and critical thinking in collaborative learning and even to determine their 
connectedness to a degree (De Wever et al., 2006). However, none of the coding systems 
were designed to describe how language is used to create and facilitate critical thinking and 
connectedness in a discussion and only indicate a presence or absence of critical thinking 
and connectedness that can serve as an indicator of the quality of the learning. As such 
applying any of these coding schemes provide little insight into how a lack of co-constructive 
learning in collaboration can be addressed. 
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2.3 Scaffolding 
 
Having presented an overview of the literature on how students learn through collaboration 
and how those processes are recognised and categorised, I will now focus on current 
recommendations from the literature for strategies to facilitate learning in collaboration. 
These strategies are included in the umbrella term “scaffolding”. Scaffolding refers to the 
process of adapting instructions and learning support to the level of ability of the students 
to enable them to complete a learning task. 
 
Wood and his colleagues (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) identified six functions of scaffolding 
that Tabak and Kyza (2018) summarise as follows: 
 
1. modelling idealized ways to perform the task;  
2. reducing the complexity of the task so that it is within the learner’s current range 
of ability, while  
3. maintaining a good balance of risk and avoiding frustration;  
4. recruiting interest in the task; and  
5. sustaining motivation to continue to pursue the goal of the activity;  
6. pointing the learner to key differences between the current performance and 
ideal performance (p. 192). 
 
Scaffolding can take place before, during and after a collaborative learning activity. The first 
opportunity for scaffolding is during the design phase of an activity where instructions are 
formulated to guide students through creating a joint problem space as well as provide 
them with the goal of the discussion (Chinn, O’Donnell, & Jinks, 2000; Schwarz & Baker, 
2017). This is often done in iterative cycles as shortcomings in instructions only become 
evident when students engage with the instructions (The Design-Based Research Collective, 
2003). Another way scaffolding can be performed before the commencement of a learning 
interaction is through assigning students to groups to ensure an equal distribution of 
abilities and strengths and in doing so to mitigate potential inequalities that could hamper 
learning (Abrahamson & Wilensky, 2005; Webb, 2009). 
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Tailoring scaffolding to learning needs requires an in-depth and fine-grained understanding 
of the specific learning needs of a cohort (Tabak & Kyza, 2018). The most challenging form 
of scaffolding is on-the-spot teacher interventions. These types of interventions require a 
real time assessment of the discussion while it is in progress and needs to be followed up 
with an appropriate intervention that is structured to steer the discussion without 
disrupting it. This is similar to the concept of recipient design in CA where the a turn has to 
be structured in a way to elicit a preferred response or type of response from the recipient 
(Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974). Both the timing and form of an intervention is critical 
in ensuring its effectiveness (Pellegrino, 2018; Schwarz & Baker, 2017). Effective 
interventions are informed by an assessment of the status of the students’ thinking process 
and do not provide explicit steps but rather guide the students to employ open-ended 
questions and explanations to progress beyond difficulties (Chiu, 2004; Gillies, 2004; Webb 
et al., 2009).  
 
Another strategy for assisting groups who are experiencing difficulties in the collaborative 
process is to assign activity roles or positions to students. Assigning cognitive roles – also 
referred to as cognitive specialisation – to students is an established method to break 
unproductive discussion patterns and to guide students into considering a different 
perspective or to create a space for equal participation (Barron, 2003; Chinn & Clark, 2013; 
Webb, 2009). Abrahamson and Wilensky (2005) raise caution about higher performing 
students dominating group discussions and therefore taking up learning opportunities at the 
expense of lower performing students. This could be addressed by assigning a higher 
performing student the task of recalling or taking notes for a period of time to create space 
for lower performing students to make contributions.  
 
Meta-learning and reflection can be facilitated after a learning activity through the use of 
formative feedback or peer assessment. When students are asked to reflect on the 
collaborative process in conjunction with formative feedback from their tutor a new 
learning cycle is set in motion (Dyer & Hurd, 2016; van Aalst, 2013). Providing students with 
the criteria used for assessment is a scaffolding method that can raise awareness of their 
current ability level compared to the expected level for the course. 
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Teaching meta-communication skills that are not directly related to the content or making 
resources on these skills available to students are other ways of scaffolding. An example of 
this type of scaffolding is the work done by Daniel and Jordan (2017; 2010) on teaching 
students heedful interrelating as the preferred communication style for collaboration. 
Results from their studies suggest that communication training targeted at improving 
facilitation and by extension the connectedness of the discussion can enhance collaborative 
learning outcomes. 
 
The importance placed on scaffolding in the literature on collaborative learning underscores 
the need for teacher training in this area. Blatchford and his colleagues (Blatchford, Baines, 
Rubie-Davies, Bassett, & Chowne, 2006) trialled a program aimed at enhancing group work 
in a primary school classroom through a professional development program for teachers on 
how to implement successful interventions. The aims of the program were to improve 
several aspects of collaboration through appropriate scaffolding such as increasing the 
length of time spent on topics; increasing the instances of facilitation; reducing time spent 
off topic; moving the dialogue to a deeper level of interaction; and to increase the 
occurrence of exploratory talk in the form of explanations, justifications and argumentation. 
The students of teachers who were part of the training program showed improvement on 
all of these aspects when compared to the control groups. 
 
The studies referred to in this section were all performed in primary school or high school 
classrooms. Although a body of research exists on the forms of spoken interaction 
employed by tutors in higher education (Benwell & Stokoe, 2002; Cajiao & Burke, 2016; 
Stokoe, 2000; Walsh, Morton, & O’Keeffe, 2011), only a handful of studies explore the 
specifics of tutor interventions in a higher education setting (Gibbs & Coffey, 2004; 
Hardman, 2016).  
 
In fact, Gibbs and Coffey (2004) raised concerns about the lack of research into tutor 
training in higher education as it is common for university tutors, unlike school teachers, to 
commence their teaching careers without any formal teaching training. Their study 
confirmed that training tutors to approach their teaching in a more student-focussed 
manner is effective in improving learning outcomes. Hardman (2016) found that the 
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majority of questions employed by university tutors in his study were closed questions that 
encouraged the reproduction of information rather than facilitate critical thinking and deep 
learning. He also calls for further research to be done to inform the much-needed training of 
tutors at university level. 
 
2.4 Case study learning in higher education 
 
So far, this discussion of the literature on collaborative learning, the way it is studied and 
the way it is promoted included studies from all phases of education. The majority of the 
work referred to in the previous sections has been done in primary and high school 
classrooms with a few exceptions noted. I will now turn the focus of the review to the 
literature on case study learning in higher education. Although not all collaborative learning 
in higher education takes the form of case study learning, all case study learning is 
collaborative. As this research project focusses on case study learning in business it is seen 
as a representative sample of collaborative learning in higher education that encompasses 
all the elements of collaboration with some added dimensions.  
 
The case study method, popularised by the Harvard Business School, remains the preferred 
method for teaching decision-making and critical thinking skills in business education 
(Bridgman et al., 2016). Teaching with cases facilitates student interaction and collaboration 
around real-world business cases that simulate the complex decision-making tasks that 
business practitioners are faced with in all industries. Collaboratively working through case 
studies requires students to integrate a wide range of knowledge, as well as critical thinking 
and communication skills to complete the analysis and decision-making task (Bosco, 
Melchar, Beauvais, & Desplaces, 2010; He, 2015; Menzel, 2009).  
 
Putting this in terms of the general research on collaboration discussed above: to be 
successful in negotiating consensus when presented with a complex decision-making task, 
students need the ability to lay out the nuances of the case and justify their proposals 
through explanation to reach consensus in the decision-making process. They further need 
to be able to present and respond to arguments in a way that display critical thinking skills 
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in individual arguments and counter-arguments and also connect different arguments in a 
coherent way to ultimately reach an optimal solution (McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006). 
In a meta-analysis of the effectiveness of ethics education Waples and his colleagues 
confirmed that the case method is the most effective mode of instruction for increasing 
complex networked thinking such as ethical awareness among university students (Waples, 
Antes, Murphy, Connelly, & Mumford, 2009). Pilz and Zenner (2017) support this finding by 
concluding that interacting with case studies promote multi-dimensional problem-solving 
skills in business students. When considering these and other studies (Awasthi, 2008; Sims, 
2004) in conjunction with its widespread use it could seem that the effectiveness of the case 
method is virtually unchallenged. 
 
However, Liang and Wang (2004), and later Mesny (2013), have raised concern about the 
lack of empirical evidence for specific learning gains afforded by the case method. In 
addition to this there seems to be a glaring lack of qualitative studies into the micro-level 
interactions at work when business students engage in case study learning. To my 
knowledge only two studies have employed discourse analysis to investigate student 
engagement around ethical case studies. Thomson (2011) has performed a content analysis 
on students’ written online responses to gain an understanding of how an ethical decision-
making model was implemented in a business case study. She found that such models can 
be included as effective scaffolding mechanisms to enhance ethics curricula. Auer-Rizzi and 
Berry (2000), whose study I refer to in more detail in a following section, applied a mixed 
method approach to study the influence of cultural differences on the process student 
follow in an ethical decision-making exercise. 
 
I argue that qualitative explanations for the processes of group learning are crucial for 
creating a theoretically-informed set of guidelines on scaffolding case study learning 
through all its phases from learning design to classroom interventions to feedback and 
assessment. Systematic studies like the current project are needed to broaden and deepen 
both the practical and theoretical knowledge base available to those responsible for the 
design and teaching of curricula in higher education. In the next section I will establish DBR 
as the appropriate methodological approach to achieve the goal of expanding the 
knowledge on group learning in higher education. 
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2.5 Methodology: Design-based research 
 
The rest of the chapter is dedicated to engaging with the literature relevant to the 
methodology and method chosen for the study. Through a review of the literature the 
choice of DBR as a methodology, CA as a method, and the specific foci of the CA phase of 
the study will be explained and justified. 
 
DBR was originally used in the early 1990s by researchers such as Brown (1992) and Collins 
(1992) in an attempt to bridge the gap between the theory that lived in journal articles and 
day to day classroom practice in education. Researchers and practitioners using DBR 
constantly work to link the theory of education to actual classroom practice in a meaningful 
way and bring the theory to bear on the design and implementation of lessons in real-life 
settings. Feedback from the learning activities is then incorporated back into theory to 
update and amend the theory as necessary (The Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). In 
the process of reviewing the literature and planning the research project, DBR emerged as 
the most appropriate methodology for this project. There are a few reasons why this 
approach fits the intention of the project. Firstly, the project originated due to a genuine 
need for a learning intervention. Overcoming challenges in designing a collaborative 
learning experience in a specific cohort and being able to build on the insights gained 
through subsequent observations of students’ learning motivated this project. Secondly, 
DBR projects take place in authentic learning situations which means that participants can 
benefit from the process and the findings can be applied to similar cohorts or trialled in 
different cohorts in the future.  Finally, the iterative nature of a DBR project is conducive to 
creating a feedback loop between theory and practice (Puntambekar, 2018). These reasons 
are discussed in more detail below. 
 
2.5.1 An interventionist approach 
Good educators are always aiming to bring about improvements in practice and provide 
design solutions for teaching specific competencies and as such any strategy trialled to 
facilitate learning in any subject is a possible starting point for a DBR project (Plomp, 2009; 
Reimann, 2011). Teachers are constantly implementing interventions, informed by the 
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progress of their cohort, educational theories or even intuition. Interventions can be minor 
or major adjustments to the existing learning plan or material, and they can take various 
forms, for example a completely new lesson plan or simply a set of instructions to break 
down a more complex task or an online concept video provided to clear up confusion 
around learning content. When the design solution takes the form of an artefact, such as a 
video or a set of instructions, this artefact can transcend into a “boundary object” creating 
shared meaning amongst the researchers, teachers and participants (Kunitz, 2015). These 
objects can help to increase external validity in qualitative studies as it provides a concrete 
starting point for future research projects (Seedhouse, 2005). In the final chapter of this 
thesis I suggest the implementation of a set of boundary objects that can be used in tutor 
interventions. 
 
The need for intervention that motivated this research project was the implementation of 
case studies as a tool to teach ethics. The course coordinators identified the need to replace 
a lecture on ethical theory with an online resource dealing with the theoretical concepts to 
free up time for group discussions around case studies. Borthick and her colleagues’ 
(Borthick et al., 2003) design of an online course to teach accounting principles to 
postgraduate students served as an example of a DBR study in higher education and 
informed the design of the online component in my project. Their work clearly outlines the 
different phases of iterative interventions and details the execution of the phases and how 
feedback from earlier phases informed subsequent interventions. 
 
2.5.2 Research in authentic learning situations 
DBR is situated in actual learning environments, as opposed to laboratory studies, and 
require a high level of practitioner involvement and understanding of the interventions 
(Reeves, 2006). An authentic learning scenario implies the absence of a control group as it 
would be both impractical and unethical to exclude certain students from an intervention 
that is designed to be beneficial to learning. This adds many layers of complexity to the 
interpretation of research findings, as opposed to a laboratory setting, with many variables 
to be accounted for (McKenney, Nieveen, & Van den Akker, 2006) and often require 
researchers to identify key variables for their specific context. It was no different for this 
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research project and being faced with data that represented all the complexities and 
nuances of student interaction I identified variables that would guide the exploration of the 
data to most effectively address the research questions. Although these variables were not 
intended to exclude salient insights that were unrelated to them, they did prove robust in 
gaining an understanding of the learning scenario. These variables are discussed in more 
detail below. 
 
As a DBR approach is interventionist and designed for a specific authentic context it is 
characterised by the fact that it is “utility oriented” and that the merit of an intervention is 
determined by its practicality in the real-world setting it was designed for (Plomp, 2009, p. 
15). Identifying shortcomings in the design or implementation of an intervention is both 
useful for contributing to the theory on learning in that scenario and it informs the redesign 
and retesting of the intervention. This feedback loop is the final characteristic of DBR 
discussed here. 
 
2.5.3 The iterative nature of DBR 
Figure 1 illustrates the different phases of a DBR project and their iterative nature. 
 
Figure 1: Iterative phases of a DBR project 
 
(Reeves, 2006, p. 59) 
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2.6 Conversation Analysis 
 
CA is an analytic device that aims to understand conversation at its most micro-level while 
respecting and reflecting the emic perspective of the participants (Seedhouse, 2005; Sidnell 
& Stivers, 2013). Since its development in the field of sociology in the 1960s, CA has been 
used to understand the conversational structure employed by participants in a myriad of 
different contexts (Sacks et al., 1974; ten Have, 2007; Watson, 1992). Performing a CA study 
in any context is motivated by the question “why that now?” (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973, p. 
299). In other words, the overall aim of doing CA is to gain insight into how language is used 
to organise and guide human interaction in the pursuit of gaining a shared understanding in 
the local context of the conversation (Mazur, 2008; Schegloff, 2007).  
 
Previous CA studies in Higher Education can be broadly categorised as having the following 
foci:  
1. identification of the language strategies employed by tutors and students to conduct 
small group teaching and learning, and  
2. an exploration of the different ways university students use language to construct 
their identities as students.  
Recent studies have identified the most prevalent speech-exchange systems in small group 
teaching (Walsh et al., 2011); suggested CA as a diagnostic tool for feedback in language 
teaching (Teng & Sinwongsuwat, 2015); and identified language patterns employed by 
tutors when teaching small groups (Benwell & Stokoe, 2002).  
 
Benwell and Stokoe’s (2002) study spans both categories as it also explored the ways in 
which students construct their academic identities through language in small group learning 
across various disciplines. Other studies around the notion of identity formation through the 
use of language gathered data from conversations that occurred in academic and non-
academic settings (Stokoe, Benwell, & Attenborough, 2013) and during collaborative writing 
exercises (Olinger, 2011). The occurrence and function of off-topic talk in collaborative 
learning has also been studied in a data gathered from an undergraduate psychology course 
(Hendry, Wiggins, & Anderson, 2016). 
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Although I am not currently aware of CA studies performed in business or management 
education, significant work has been done in the space of business meetings (Clifton, 2006). 
As the case method is designed to simulate a business environment and mimic the decision-
making process that often takes place in business meetings these studies have been drawn 
upon for this project. The studies in the business meeting space that is especially relevant 
here are the ones dealing with agreement and disagreement (Barnes, 2007; Kaukomaa et 
al., 2014; Uzelgun et al., 2015); argumentation for conflict resolution (Angouri, 2012; 
Nielsen, 2009) and the implementation of repair to enable the group to reach consensus 
(Choi & Schnurr, 2014; Raclaw & Ford, 2015). 
 
CA is a fitting tool for analysing learning in a collaborative setting as it affords the researcher 
the option to probe into specific conversational phenomena once they have been identified 
as patterns in the data. In doing so the process of learning in interaction is made visible and 
accessible for analysis (Koschmann, 2013). As Richards (2005) aptly summarises the role of 
CA in studying learning processes: 
 
Instead of working from the assumption that competence is something that one 
either has or does not have, CA provides a means of exploring the ways in which 
such competence is constructed in particular circumstances by the participants 
involved (p. 6). 
 
The patterns that emerged as most salient from my data are identified and discussed below 
with reference to how CA has been applied – sometimes in conjunction with other analytical 
methods - in previous studies to gain knowledge of these aspects of conversations. Issue 
framing, the occurrence of silence in context and positioning were three aspects – among 
many possible other aspects – that were chosen for analysis as they can make the critical 
thinking in interaction, or the lack thereof, visible and available for analysis. These three 
aspects were chosen due to the fact that they are established concepts in the literature on 
both collaboration and CA.  
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2.6.1 Issue framing 
Issue framing and its role in public policy and the management of public perception through 
media relations have been extensively covered in the literature (Boulos & Dowding, 2014; 
Brummette & Fussell Sisco, 2018; Chilvers et al., 2014; Jerit, 2008). Despite it being a 
familiar concept in these fields some confusion existed about the theoretical approaches 
underlying the application of framing as a lens for analysing conflict and negotiation 
research. Dewulf and his colleagues (Dewulf et al., 2009, p. 166) addressed this confusion by 
mapping the different approaches to framing based on what it is that is being framed – 
issues, identities and relationships or processes – and whether the frames are seen mainly 
as cognitive representations or interactional co-construction. For the purpose of this study I 
am interested in how the framing of issues are interactionally achieved and how this 
process affects the negotiation of consensus. 
 
A study combining CA and issue framing done by Wasson (2016) served as a blueprint in 
planning the process of data analysis for this project. She combined CA and issue framing to 
analyse a collaborative decision-making activity in a large corporation in the United States. 
This integration of the two analysis tools allowed her to draw conclusions on both the 
process (informed by CA) and the content (informed by issue framing) of the decision-
making activity and to map a trajectory of the meeting as a whole.  
 
A prerequisite for learning from business cases is creating a shared problem space and 
constructing a shared understanding of the problem to be addressed. As Wasson (2016) 
found both the process and the content when framing issues are important to ensure a 
sustained productive conversation that facilitates the argumentation and negotiation 
required for making sound decisions. Auer-Rizzi and Berry (2000) confirmed the importance 
of a shared frame of reference for decision-making. They studied the effects of different 
orientations towards the decision-making process in multicultural groups of university 
students. When presented with a case study, students from the different cultural 
backgrounds either adopted a conclusion-driven approach or an argument-driven approach. 
The different approaches determined whether students worked towards consensus through 
reasoning and argumentation or whether they prematurely came to a decision and then 
searched for supporting arguments for that decision (Auer-Rizzi & Berry, 2000, pp. 277-278). 
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Therefore, case studies that cultivate students’ ability to frame issues is an important 
component in teaching both business communication skills as well as ethical reasoning 
skills.  
 
Case studies could play an important role in critically engaging students with the  
global challenges we face in building a more inclusive, ethical, and sustainable 
society: encouraging students not to think about what managers and organizations 
in the cases did, but how they, and other stakeholders, might have defined problems 
otherwise and thought and acted differently (Bridgman et al., 2016, p. 736). 
 
Studies in both business (Clark, Quigley, & Stumpf, 2014) and education (Ostberg, 2009; 
Stokoe, 2000) have maintained that the way issues are framed or topics are initiated have 
implications for the progression of the conversation and the outcome of the decision-
making process. When designing case study learning activities an issue framing phase 
should be included as part of the scaffolding process to ensure that students build this skill 
as part of the argumentative competency (Schwarz & Baker, 2017). 
 
2.6.2 Silence 
The type, frequency and pattern of silence that occur in collaborative exercises can provide 
insights into the progress and productiveness of conversations (Jin, 2014; Skinner, Braunack-
Mayer, & Winning, 2016). From a CA perspective silence is to be interpreted as a spoken 
turn and analysing the silence should be guided by the fundamental question CA poses: 
“why that now?” (Schegloff, 2007). Or as Kurzon (2007) frames it, when a silence occurs the 
analyst should ask what is not being said and what are the participants of the conversation 
engaging in while not talking. 
 
Body language and the surrounding talk can provide valuable information about the type of 
silence that is being observed. Body language that signal engagement includes a physical 
orientation to the rest of the group and gestures to shared objects such as notes or 
diagrams while physically turning away from the group or individually interacting with a 
personal device or object often signals the opposite (Barron, 2003). The connectedness of 
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turns that precede and follow a silence further enables the researcher to categorise the 
silence. When the turn following a silence follows up or elaborates on the turn preceding a 
silence it can be assumed that the silence was used for reflection and formulating a 
response (Hoey, 2018; Jordan & Daniel, 2010). 
 
From the above it is clear that silence cannot be automatically interpreted as a lack of 
learning or engagement (Remedios, Clarke, & Hawthorne, 2008) and understanding why 
silence occurs and how it affects the discussion is vital in appropriately intervening – or 
refraining from intervening – when groups experience silence in their discussion (Skinner et 
al., 2016). Following from an analysis of the literature on silence in group discussions 
referenced in this section, two broad categories of silence that are of interest for the 
purpose of this study emerged: functional and dysfunctional silence. I define functional 
silence as the absence of talk that serve a function in progressing the conversation, such as 
giving group members the opportunity to reflect, formulate a response or orientate 
themselves to a new topic. These silences are characterised by non-verbal engagement cues 
and connected turns surrounding the silence (Jin, 2014). Dysfunctional silence is defined as 
the absence of talk in the pursuit of avoiding and resisting engagement and at the cost of 
connectedness (Smith et al., 2011). It is interpreted through disengaged non-verbal cues 
and a lack of connectedness when analysing the surrounding talk (Barron, 2003; Webb, 
2013). 
 
2.6.3 Positioning 
Positioning is a Vygotskian notion that is concerned with how identities are constructed and 
represented in interaction (Glazier, 2009). Harré and van Langenhove (1999) theorised 
observations around this phenomenon in their seminal work on positioning theory. 
Positions can either be assumed by the speaker or imposed on an individual – present or 
absent in the conversation – by another speaker and speakers can accept or reject the 
positioning of themselves or others (Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie, Rothbart, & Sabat, 2009). 
For example, Hirvonen (2013, 2016) applied positioning theory and CA to investigate the 
decision-making process in professional teams and focussed on how conflict is resolved 
when group members adopted the positions of facilitator or expert. Other studies have 
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investigated problem-solving activities in business team meetings (Halvorsen & Sarangi, 
2015) and military teams (Fiore et al., 2010; Warner, Letsky, & Cowen, 2005). 
Anderson (2009) investigated the multiple levels that positioning occurs on in a primary 
school mathematics classroom. Working from the micro-level to the macro, she first 
performed CA to illustrate how students created their identities as learners through specific 
sequences in the conversation. From there she identified patterns and were able to make 
claims about the trajectories different students’ identity formation followed over the course 
of a conversation and finally over the 14 weeks of data collection. Her macro-level aims 
were to explicate the processes and implications of students being categorised as certain 
types of students. Although this macro-level of analysis is not in line with the use of 
positioning theory in my project, her micro-level aims where she was interested in the effect 
that certain positions had on learning opportunities for the group are similar to my 
application of positioning (Anderson, 2009).  
 
Barnes’ (2004) study on a collaborative learning setup in a high school mathematics class is 
an example of the practical application of positioning theory in education. She postulates 
that certain positions are positively associated with learning while others negatively impact 
the learning process and describes a set of positions, she identified from her data with 
reference to their influence on the learning process. The positions she identified in her 
observation of the data were confirmed in my data and as such I have employed her 
descriptions in discussing my findings (Barnes, 2004, p. 6).  
 
Although, Barnes’ study employs positioning theory to describe how positioning occurs in 
the local conversation around solving mathematics problems, positioning theory in its 
purest form has been seen as problematic when used in conjunction with CA (Korobov, 
2001). The reason for this being that one of the tenets of CA is to only make claims about 
what can be directly observed in the data while positioning theory traditionally extends its 
claims about identity beyond the interaction in the group to larger social structures at work 
(Day & Kjaerbeck, 2013). This philosophical tension between the two analytical approaches 
has led Bamberg (1997, 2000) to theorise the intersection between positioning and CA and 
propose positioning analysis as an analytical framework that harness the strengths of both 
approaches without compromising on the fundamentals of either. When combined with 
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positioning analysis it increases the potential of using CA to predict causalities and to make 
patterns observed in the data more readily available for future research (Cress & Kimmerle, 
2018) For the purpose of this study then, positioning analysis instead of pure positioning 
theory, is used to explore the negotiation of identity as it happens in and pertains to the 
interaction being studied (Armon, 2016; Deppermann, 2013). 
 
Hardman (2016) ascribes the rise of popularity in positioning analysis among CA scholars to 
the fact that it is “well equipped to attend to the fine grained work of invoking, ascribing 
and negotiating identities in talk without subscribing to problematic assumptions of grand 
sociological and philosophical theories of identity” (p. 63). Studies combining CA and 
positioning analysis have been conducted in a variety of contexts such as the 
communication of their identity by migrants in the workplace (Schnurr, Van De Mieroop, & 
Zayts, 2014); positioning among members in a self-help group (Atsushi, 2014), and how 
scientific experts position themselves compared to how interviewers position them in the 
media (Armon, 2016).  
 
To my knowledge only Georgakopoulou (2013) has applied positioning analysis in an 
educational context in her study on high school students’ identity construction in 
conversations around social media in a culture studies classroom. Aside from contributing in 
general to the learning sciences, this project also contributes more specifically to the 
existing knowledge base of the three variables – issue framing, silence and positioning – as 
they appear through a CA lens in a higher education context. 
 
2.7 Research hypotheses 
 
Based on the review of the literature and the variables that emerged as the focus for the 
study the following hypotheses have been formulated and will be tested in the data 
analysis. 
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Hypothesis 1: The quality of a group’s issue framing phase in terms of the presence of 
critical thinking and co-constructive learning activities determines the quality of their 
proposals and argumentation in the decision-making phase of the discussion.  
 
Hypothesis 2: Dysfunctional silence in group discussions occur due to a lack of facilitative 
and expository moves.  
 
Hypothesis 3: Expository moves are positively associated with certain positions students 
adopt in the discussion and result in co-constructive learning.  
 
2.8 Conclusion 
 
This chapter set out to provide an overview of the literature on collaborative learning in the 
learning sciences as it pertains to the research project. Collaborative learning has the 
potential to facilitate the acquisition and development of subject knowledge as well as 
critical thinking and communication skills. However, it is clear that simply presenting 
students with a collaborative activity is not a guarantee that the desired learning outcomes 
will be achieved. Learning in groups is realised through mechanisms such as providing and 
receiving explanations, conflict and controversy and creating a high level of connectedness 
among constructive learning activities to facilitate the co-construction of knowledge and 
new ideas. 
 
Studying these mechanisms and how they occur in a collaborative space is a challenge as it 
requires making visible and available for analysis invisible processes that occur in 
interaction. Several frameworks and coding schemes and their approach to identifying and 
categorising critical thinking and the level of connectedness between instances of critical 
thinking are reviewed with reference to how they informed the identification and 
classification of critical thinking in my data. 
 
Recognising the absence or presence of critical thinking, deep learning and co-constructive 
learning is the first step in improving collaboration through the proper scaffolding of the 
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learning activities through learning design and tutor interventions. Although the notion of 
scaffolding and teaching interventions have been dealt with extensively in the literature, 
very little is known on the specific requirements for successful scaffolding in a higher 
education context and specifically the context of collaboration around case studies in 
business education. As such the study was designed as a DBR project where the focus is on a 
real-life intervention in an authentic learning context with the aim of contributing to both 
the theory in the field as well as provide practical applications of the research outcomes. 
One of the specific aims of my study is to provide guidelines informed by the data and 
theory for scaffolding in this context that can be tested in future research. 
 
As a review of the literature revealed, a lack of studies investigating this micro-level of 
interaction in case study learning and additionally a need for guidelines around tutor 
interventions in higher education, CA emerged as the preferred analysis method. In addition 
to the practical application referred to above, the study also builds on existing CA studies in 
higher education to contribute to the field of the learning sciences in this sector of 
education in novel ways by combining CA with issue framing and positioning. 
 
The chapter concludes with the research hypotheses that will be tested in the chapters 
outlining the findings of the study. Before embarking on this presentation of findings, the 
next chapter will first detail the process and steps followed in data collection and data 
analysis. 
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Chapter 3: Methods and data analysis 
 
The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of how the study was designed and 
systematically implemented in practice whilst referring back to the key principles of DBR to 
simultaneously frame and justify the design and implementation from a methodological 
point of view. Wang and Hannafin (2005) define DBR as: 
 
a systematic but flexible methodology aimed to improve educational practices 
through iterative analysis, design, development, and implementation, based on 
collaboration among researchers and practitioners in real-world settings, and leading 
to contextually-sensitive design principles and theories. (p. 6). 
 
As the research project studies learning through collaboration and how it occurs in real-time 
in a real-world setting it focusses on how information processing takes place in an 
interactive educational setting (Webb, 2013). Therefore, the process of data analysis was 
designed to focus on how cognitive processes are externalised through face-to-face 
interaction (Stahl, 2013). This focus on theories related to information processing and 
cognition is not intended as a disregard of other theories on collaboration – such as 
developmental theories – but rather as an attempt to complement these theories and 
extend the knowledge on learning through collaboration. 
 
The real-world setting in the case of this research project was the AACSB-accredited 
Business School of a large urban university in Australia. At the time of the project design and 
data collection I was employed at the Business School in a capacity where I delivered input 
into curriculum design across various units of study. Therefore, not only was there a close 
collaboration between the researcher and the practitioners, but I simultaneously wore the 
researcher and practitioner hat in designing the learning interventions that was the source 
of data for this project. 
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Being in the role of both researcher and practitioner most likely influenced my 
interpretation of the data. I expect that it predispositioned me to adopt a more practical 
view and that the recommendations provided for educators have been inspired and shaped 
by what I myself would have appreciated in terms of teacher training. To overcome a 
potential bias in this regard I have made a conscious effort to immerse myself in the 
literature and to gain a thorough understanding of the theory on collaborative learning 
beyond what was required for the writing of this thesis. In addition to a bias towards 
practicality over theory, I am also aware that my professional background, level of 
education and the fact that I myself am an immigrant to Australia would have influenced the 
way I viewed and interpreted the data especially where international students were 
involved. In addition to this I acknowledge that my experiences and personality traits would 
have played a role in how I approached the research project. To mitigate this, I have made a 
conscious effort to check assumptions against the literature and I have involved others to 
analyse parts of my data to ensure interrater reliability. 
 
The idea for the intervention was conceived when a unit of study coordinator in the Master 
of Commerce program approached me to assist in designing a collaborative ethical decision-
making activity. The unit of study in question was a final year compulsory unit tasked with 
the assurance of learning of specifically ethical, leadership and collaborative competencies 
of the prospective graduates. The discussions with my colleague and the perusal of the 
current literature on learning ethics and collaboration organically led to the research 
questions I aim to answer in this thesis. From the start, the project was perfectly aligned 
with the interventionist nature of DBR where the aim is to bring about improvements in 
practice and provide design solutions for teaching specific competencies (Plomp, 2009; 
Reimann, 2011).  
 
The project was conducted in two phases, across two semesters. Findings from the initial 
intervention in Semester 2 of 2015 informed changes made to the second iteration that was 
delivered in Semester 1 of 2016. Although, the data collection only took place during these 
two iterations, the unit of study still uses further iterations of the activities designed during 
the project. As is typical for DBR projects, analysis of the data provided feedback to improve 
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and revise the initial design of the intervention, the strategies for implementation and the 
data collection methods (McKenney et al., 2006; Nieveen et al., 2006). 
 
As stated above, the chapter will provide details regarding the design and implementation 
of the study. Firstly, the study design and data collection processes are outlined followed by 
a profile of the participants. Finally, the methods used for data analysis are described and 
justified. 
 
3.1 Study design and data collection 
 
The issues that the intervention was required to address were two-fold. Firstly, there was a 
need to provide the students with core ethical concepts to equip them with vocabulary and 
frameworks to employ in the ethical decision-making activity. It was important that this 
information was in the form of a readily accessible resource that was also suited to the level 
of non-native speakers of English. The long-term goal was for this online resource to 
eventually replace lectures to make more time available for small group collaboration. A 
secondary consideration was to design the preparatory activity in such a way as to allow the 
teaching staff to track preparation levels – both across the cohort and for individual 
students.  
 
Secondly, and most pressing for the teaching staff, as the students were assessed on 
participation and the process of collaboration – not only the outcome of their collaborative 
efforts – there was a need to gain insight into how collaboration was achieved and 
negotiated during the face-to-face activity. Furthermore, the teaching staff recognised the 
need to provide detailed formative feedback on students’ collaboration and communication 
skills. This is only possible when the actual interaction itself is analysed as opposed to 
assessing the outcome – in this case a business report – of the group work. Lastly, the 
teaching staff expressed the need for training in recognising effective and ineffective 
communication patterns and the skills to intervene when the latter occurred in their 
tutorials. 
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3.1.1 Online activity: Iteration I 
To address the first requirement an online activity was designed that students were 
required to complete before their weekly tutorial where the face-to-face activity would take 
place. The activity consisted of two talking head videos, each around two minutes in length, 
discussing the concepts of utilitarianism and deontology (see Appendix A for a transcript of 
the content and links to the YouTube videos). Before watching the videos, students were 
asked to pick the odd one out of a group of three concepts (see Appendix A for the triads 
presented to the students). The same activity, albeit in a different order, was repeated after 
the students watched the videos and thus served as a pre- and post-test to determine 
whether students’ knowledge of the concepts did in fact increase as a result of the activity. 
At two points during the videos students were asked to self-explain the concepts presented 
to them. The responses from the pre- and post-test, as well as the self-explanations, were 
collected using the survey software Qualtrics. 
 
The efficacy of self-explanation as a means to promote deep learning has been well-
established and analysis of student responses can provide valuable insights into the 
cognitive processes at work (Chi, 2000; Chi et al., 1994; Hausmann, Nokes, VanLehn, & 
Gershman, 2009; Roy & Chi, 2005). Due to time and resource constraints, for the purpose of 
this project the online activity was only used a measure of preparation for the face-to-face 
decision-making activity. The course coordinators have subsequently experimented with 
using this type of data in assigning students to groups based on their preparation levels. 
 
It bears mentioning that the entire cohort was required to complete the online activity as 
part of the normal curriculum, regardless of whether they granted consent for their data to 
be used in the research project. However, as there are no credits attached to completing 
preparatory activities such as readings or online quizzes the response rate was only 22% 
placing it slightly higher than the overall response rate for other preparatory activities 
during the semester. Students, having received information about the research project via 
email, had the option to opt in or out of having their data used at the onset of the activity 
but were reminded that completion of the activity was not optional. The recruitment and 
communication were conducted in line with ethics approval granted for Human Ethics 
Project 2015/113 from the university’s ethics committee. 
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3.1.2 Collaborative decision-making activity: Iteration I 
During the weekly tutorials students were presented with an ethical dilemma and were 
required to reach consensus on how they would act in the presented scenario. Three of 
these group discussions from three different tutorials were video-recorded using a small 
unobtrusive GoPro camera. As not all students completed the online activity where they 
were presented with a digital version of the consent forms, those students willing to be 
video-recorded were asked to sign a hard copy of the consent forms. 
 
The case study used in Semester 2 of 2015 was a well-known leadership exercise based on 
the 1996 Mount Everest climbing disaster (Kayes, 2002). Students were presented with 
video footage of the disaster, a one-page worksheet with a summary of the facts and the 
task to decide how they as a group would have responded in the situation. The case study 
described a situation where the climbing team became stranded on the mountain during a 
fierce storm with some members of the team physically able to make the journey down and 
others not. The groups were tasked with deciding whether those physically able members 
should descend leaving their team mates behind to perish or stay with their team mates to 
provide care and support and as a result most likely succumb themselves.  The tutor 
emphasised that the aim of the exercise was to reach consensus through discussion, 
negotiation and weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of each option, rather than 
voting. Students were given 30 – 45 minutes to reach consensus. 
 
3.1.3 Online activity: Iteration II 
After assessing the data set and performing a preliminary analysis, some issues with the 
design of the first iteration came to light. This prompted a redesign of both the online 
activity and the face-to-face collaborative task. The redesign was done with input from the 
unit of study coordinator with the aim to improve the delivery of the online material and 
especially to adapt the collaborative decision-making activity that would provide more and 
deeper learning opportunities. 
 
It became apparent that the online activity was too time-consuming and repetitive. This was 
evident by a large number of students starting the activity but not completing it. There were 
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also a number of disgruntled students that left comments instead of self-explanations. 
These comments included “I have already answered this question” or “stop asking the same 
things over and over again!”. Informal feedback during tutorials also brought my attention 
to the fact that the students found the accent of the person presenting and the speed of 
talking in the videos hard to understand and follow.  
 
In response to the feedback the activity was redesigned using a different video (see 
Appendix B) where the narrator was off-screen and used simple visuals as an 
accompaniment to the explanations provided. The narrator spoke significantly slower and 
the four-minute video explained the concepts of utilitarianism and deontology using a very 
basic scenario. This meant that not only did the video deliver the concepts and vocabulary, 
but it also prepared the students for using those concepts in a decision-making task as the 
video mimicked a case study on a very basic level.  
 
In the second iteration students were only asked to answer three questions as compared to 
the nine questions of the first iteration. The first question asked the students to construct a 
self-explanation of their current understanding of the difference between utilitarianism and 
deontology to measure their prior knowledge before watching the video. The second 
question required them to identify the framework they thought are most often used in 
business and provide a justification for their choice. Finally, the students were prompted to 
decide and provide a brief justification for how they would have acted in the scenario 
presented in the video. The response rate for the online activity increased significantly to 
32%. This cannot be attributed to the redesign as students would not have known how 
involved the activity was before starting it. However, all students who commenced the 
redesigned online activity completed it and no negative comments or blank answers were 
left. 
 
3.1.4 Collaborative decision-making activity: Iteration II 
Three main limitations were identified and rectified with regards to the collaborative 
decision-making activity. Two of these relate to the design of the learning activity and will 
be discussed in more detail below. The third was a technical issue with the sound quality of 
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the recordings. Although the GoPro camera used in the first round of recording meant that 
it was unobtrusive, the poor sound quality made transcription and data analysis markedly 
more onerous and time-consuming. A larger video camera – the size of a home camcorder – 
on a tripod were used for the second round of data collection. This resulted in vastly 
improved sound quality and there were no indications that the students were affected by 
the presence of a more noticeable camera. 
 
After a preliminary analysis of the videos from the first three groups it became apparent 
that the activity was not sufficiently complex for a Master level unit. None of the three 
groups in the first iteration spent the entire time allotment discussing the dilemma. 
Although this does not necessarily reflect the quality or depth of the discussions the case 
was not nuanced enough to allow for various arguments to be developed within the overall 
question. Furthermore, and following from this observation, the task was not sufficiently 
scaffolded (Borthick et al., 2003). Because the students were only required to reach 
consensus on the one overarching question, the groups did not do an in-depth analysis of 
the situation, the stakeholders, the different alternatives or the ethical frameworks before 
starting to weigh up the final options. 
 
The time of the redesign coincided with a move by the Business School to use more Harvard 
case studies and I was given approval by the unit of study coordinator to choose a suitable 
case from the Harvard library. The chosen case depicted an ethical dilemma faced by an 
ambulance company in India called ZHL. To summarise briefly, the company’s founders 
were committed to ethical business conduct and took a firm anti-bribery stance. However, 
this soon proved problematic as some of their services were delivered through a public-
private partnership partially funded by the government. The company, although financially 
successful, were experiencing cash flow problems as some government officials were 
withholding payments and demanding a bribe set at 5% of the value of the money owed to 
release the company’s money. 
 
Ultimately the case required the students to decide whether or not to pay the bribe. 
However, the 13-page case introduces many complexities such as staffing issues and the 
demands of overseas investors. The groups were presented with a worksheet that 
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prompted them to define the ethical concepts related to the case, perform a 
comprehensive stakeholder analysis and weigh up alternative options before attempting to 
come to a decision (see Appendix C).  
 
The redesign was at least partially successful in addressing the pedagogical concerns that 
came to the surface after the first iteration of the intervention. Groups in the second round 
of data collection spent on average three times longer discussing the case study than the 
first groups. There were also more issues framed and discussed and the arguments 
presented were more robust. These aspects will be discussed in detail in subsequent 
chapters. 
 
The table below presents an overview of the complete data set. 
 
Table 1: The data set 
 Online 
responses 
Video-recorded group discussions 
  Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 All groups 
Iteration I 120 out of a 
total of 535 
enrolled 
students 
18 minutes 
5 students 
11 minutes 
6 students 
12 minutes 
6 students 
41 minutes 
17 students 
Iteration II 180 out of a 
total of 563 
enrolled 
students 
34 minutes 
5 students 
44 minutes 
5 students 
55 minutes 
4 students 
133 minutes 
14 students 
 
Total 300    174 minutes 
31 students 
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3.2 Profile of participants 
 
Except for the aspect of gender, the participants in the study were representative of the 
larger cohort of students enrolled in the unit. Furthermore, the participants also 
represented the countries where most of Australia’s overseas enrolments are currently 
from (Nabi, 2017). In line with the principles of DBR the project’s aim was to develop a 
learning intervention for a specific context: a large cohort of postgraduate business students 
where the majority of the students are non-native speakers of English. In this case, the 
findings of the study and the theory derived from the analysis may be generalisable to most 
Business Schools in Australia, and possibly abroad, where cohorts are similar to the one in 
this project. At the very least, the current study could be a starting point for future research 
in similar cohorts. 
 
Out of the participants in the study 15 were male and 16 were female. As mentioned above 
this is the only aspect of the sample that did not represent the larger cohort where males 
only made up 36% of the enrolled students. The participants were aged between 20 and 28 
years with an average age of 23. 
 
23 of the participants were Chinese, four were Australian and two were Indian. The 
remaining two participants were from Vietnam and Bangladesh, respectively. Seven 
participants were native speakers of English or had first language proficiency while the 
remaining 24 were non-native speakers with varying levels of competency in English. 
 
3.3 Data analysis 
 
In line with DBR principles, the data analysis informed the design of future iterations of the 
learning intervention, as well as contribute to explaining the underlying theoretical 
principles that in turn could inform the design of future interventions (Plomp, 2009; Wang & 
Hannafin, 2005). In aiming to achieve this balance, the data analysis was performed in two 
phases. The preliminary analysis informed design adjustments to both the second iteration 
of the learning intervention and the analysis scheme for the second round of data analysis. 
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The main data analysis employed and tested this analysis scheme and took place after all 
the data had been collected. I discuss and explain these two phases below. Although this is 
presented in a linear fashion to demonstrate the overall trajectory, it is important to point 
out that data analysis is rarely a linear process and that the phases often overlapped; were 
revised when later phases exposed poor reasoning in previous phases or repeated to test 
reliability. 
 
3.3.1 Preliminary analysis 
3.3.1.1 Examination of videos 
During this phase the focus was on allowing themes to emerge and issues with the design of 
the intervention to crystallise. The video recordings were watched several times without 
any framework in mind and notes were taken on aspects such as conversational moves that 
occurred with high frequency; conversational moves that were expected to occur but did 
not; and the placement and duration of silences, to name but a few. Although not devoid of 
challenges, the use of video recordings is a preferred method of data collection for a 
qualitative study such as this as it increases the project’s replicability and validity (Barron, 
Pea, & Engle, 2013; Hendry et al., 2016). 
 
Most of the issues that prompted design changes – as discussed in the section above – 
already became apparent in this phase of the data analysis. Most concerning was the short 
duration of the discussions as well as the failure of the groups to sufficiently define and 
agree on the concepts and issues integral to the decision-making process. 
 
3.3.1.2 Comparison to the online activity 
The completion logs from the online activity were matched to the individuals in the video-
recorded group discussions. This provided insight into how prepared the individual group 
members were. In the group where most students completed the online activity we 
expected to see the concepts introduced more readily than in the groups where only two 
students completed the online activity. 
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The self-explanations from the online activity created a rich data set that can provide 
insights into the cognitive processes at work when students self-explain concepts related to 
ethics. However, due to time and space constraints that analysis falls outside of the scope of 
this project. For the purposes of this project the online activity was used to measure the 
level of preparedness for the group discussion. Information regarding the online activity is 
also included to broaden the scope for follow-up projects and to ensure replicability of the 
project. 
 
3.3.1.3 CA transcriptions in ELAN 
ELAN is a free video annotation tool that supports the transcription of discussions 
containing multiple participants (Rowland et al., 2017). It allows for the parallel analysis and 
comparison of the data and especially an at-a-glance view of the turn-taking sequences as 
illustrated in Figure 2. The function of tiers enables the transcriber to code a single unit, in 
this case a speech turn, according to multiple criteria. All transcription was done using the 
Jefferson transcription system as a basis (Sacks et al., 1974; ten Have, 2007) (see Appendix 
D). 
 
Figure 2: ELAN 
 
 
When engaging in CA, the act of creating a data set and analysing a data set cannot be 
separated (Seedhouse, 2005; Sidnell & Stivers, 2013). The first step of analysis is the 
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detailed transcription of the data and it is important to approach this step without an 
analysis scheme in mind, or in the words of Mazur (2008, p. 1085), a “stance of unmotivated 
looking”. In reality, it is almost impossible to have no preconceived ideas, especially after 
multiple viewings of the videos. However, this first round of transcription was performed 
without any coding scheme or criteria. This was done in an attempt to ensure internal 
validity by preserving the emic perspective and not impose context or theories on the data. 
For the purpose of the study the term “emic perspective” is understood according to 
Seedhouse’s explanation: 
 
What CA means by an emic perspective, however, is not merely the participants’ 
perspective, but the perspective from within the sequential environment in which 
the social actions were performed. Here the interactants talk their social world into 
being by employing the context-free interactional architecture in context-sensitive 
ways. The participants display in the interaction those terms of reference which they 
employ and these provide us with access to the emic perspective (Seedhouse, 2005, 
p. 252). 
 
In order to gain further insights and develop themes for analysis, the first 25% of each of the 
videos was transcribed in ELAN. Knowing that a full transcription would follow at a later 
stage, this was done as a time-efficient way of allowing for a repeat transcription to test 
intracoder reliability. I was also fortunate enough to have two Master students transcribe 
portions of the videos for their own projects. It afforded me the opportunity to check for 
intercoder reliability at an early stage in the project, albeit in a limited sample of the data. A 
complete set of transcriptions can be viewed at this link. 
 
This second step in the analysis provided insights into possible reasons for the issues 
identified during the first step. In gaining an understanding of the mechanics of the 
conversations, I was able to anticipate how a more complex task, such as the Harvard case 
study, with more detailed instructions would change the conversation. In summary, the first 
step informed “what” should be changed in the intervention and the second step informed 
“how” the changes were implemented. 
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In performing the CA transcription prominent themes that would be incorporated in the 
main data analysis emerged. The themes that came to the fore most strongly in the context 
of ethical decision-making were the effect of the groups’ ability to frame issues, formulate 
proposals and engage in robust arguments to evaluate those proposals. Furthermore, it 
became apparent that the positions different students adopted during the conversations 
had a profound influence on how the conversations unfolded and on the learning 
opportunities that were created in the conversation. Lastly, the occurrence of silence and 
breaks in the conversations and how these were dealt with by the group members, emerged 
as an important factor to consider in analysing the data.  
 
The CA transcriptions that formed that data set were then annotated according to these 
three themes. Instances of issue framing, silences and positioning were identified and 
analysed by creating a coding scheme that would allow me to create a comprehensive 
catalogue of the data along the lines of the themes listed above. Based on Wasson’s (2016, 
p. 384) coding scheme I created a tier in ELAN to identify and label acts of issue framing 
performed by the students. An issue framing act was identified when a student introduced a 
sub-topic or point of consideration within the overall ethical dilemma. These acts were 
labelled with the issue that the student framed. A couple of examples of issues that were 
framed across all the groups were “personal gain vs the greater good” and “the end justifies 
the means”. A full list of the issues framed and their spread across the different groups can 
be found in Table 4. 
 
An additional tier was then added to identify and categorise decision-making moves such as 
agreement, disagreement, information or joking sequences (Wasson, 2016). This 
classification proved to be not granular enough for the data set, especially where 
information sequences were concerned. The data revealed that agreement and 
disagreement were often presented as information moves and that different types of 
information moves represented different levels of critical thinking (Newman et al., 1995). 
Drawing on previous studies analysing both face-to-face learning scenarios and CSCL (De 
Wever et al., 2006; Pena-Schaff & Nicholls, 2004; Weinberger & Fischer, 2006), I created a 
taxonomy for classifying decision-making moves that yielded a complete yet compact way 
to create a profile of the conversational moves observed in the data (see  
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Table 2).  
 
Table 2: Taxonomy of conversational moves 
Facilitative conversational 
moves 
Expository moves Peripheral conversational 
moves 
Agenda setting Alternative perspective Acknowledgement 
Call for a vote Challenge (Dis)agreement without 
elaboration 
Invitation to participate Comparison Expression of confusion or 
uncertainty 
Summary Counter-argument Factual statement without 
elaboration or synthesis 
 Example Joking 
 Explanation/Clarification Inconsequential or 
unrelated content 
 Justification Repetition 
 Position statement  
 Prediction  
Problem identification  
Proposal  
Question  
Supported assertion  
Synthesis  
Unsupported assertion  
Value judgment  
  
Based on the coding schemes I synthesised the categories from, I expected that expository 
moves would most frequently be associated with critical thinking and the promotion of 
critical thinking in others. Facilitative conversational moves serve a necessary function and 
although it is not expected that they carry critical content their presence could indicate a 
move to deeper learning.  Peripheral conversational moves would typically be negatively 
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associated with critical thinking. During the comprehensive analysis phase I would test this 
and also look for patterns and relationships between conversational moves and the 
positions students adopted during the conversation. This aspect of the analysis will be 
discussed in the next section.  
 
3.3.2 Comprehensive analysis 
The analysis approach followed once the whole data set has been compiled is outlined in 
the five steps below. Similar to the preliminary data analysis, these steps did not always 
follow a linear pattern and I often went back to previous step with insights gained from later 
steps. 
 
3.3.2.1 CA transcriptions in ELAN 
The second round of transcription was done prior to coding along the lines of the themes 
that emerged in the preliminary data analysis. Although the main themes I would focus on 
had already been identified, a full CA transcription was performed allowing for even more 
salient themes to emerge. The time-consuming nature of performing CA meant that this 
step was completed over months which allowed me to revisit samples of earlier 
transcriptions after a considerable amount of time had passed and compare them to later 
transcriptions. This was done in an attempt to ensure intracoder reliability. 
 
3.3.2.2 Identification of issue framing and decision-making moves 
I expected that in the logical flow of a discussion these decision-making moves would follow 
a phase of issue framing. The issue framing phase refers to the unpacking of the case study 
where the parameters of the case and the related concepts are agreed on by the group 
members. This is followed by a phase of decision-making moves in an attempt to negotiate 
consensus. There was an expectation that the conversation would follow a somewhat linear 
pattern from issue framing to proposed solutions and finally an argumentation and 
negotiation phase. These phases were identified and annotated in ELAN in order for their 
distribution to be visualised. 
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3.3.2.3 Coding of identified conversational moves 
The taxonomy created during the first round of data analysis was applied to the video 
transcriptions. The CA transcriptions proved invaluable during this step. It became clear that 
the way a speech act is delivered often had a profound impact on the meaning and 
intention of the speech act. Properties of an utterance such a pitch, intonation and the 
tempo of delivery, as well the preceding and following turns, were vital in applying the 
taxonomy correctly and consistently. 
 
3.3.2.4 Identification of positions adopted by group members 
In applying the taxonomy for classifying conversational moves, correlations between certain 
conversational moves and the positions adopted by group members became apparent. For 
example, the speech act of agenda setting was always performed by a group member who 
had tried to temporarily adopt the position of Manager. To start with I used Barnes’ (2004) 
identified positions from her study on collaborative learning in high school mathematics 
classrooms. I expected that for a study with vastly different learning material and a different 
cohort it might be necessary to add positions. However, her list proved robust and with 
minor adaptations to allow for the difference in learning materials, encapsulated all the 
positions identified in the data. Not all the positions listed in her study are represented in 
my data as there were no student-tutor interaction during the collaborative exercise. The 
positions identified are listed below in order of the frequency they occurred in Barnes 
(2004, p. 6): 
 
Table 3: Positions in a collaborative learning exercise 
Collaborator: Actively participates in the discussion, often displaying active 
listening and acknowledgement (verbal or non-verbal) of others’ 
contributions. 
Expert: Makes authorative statements about the material, concepts and 
issues or is asked for information and guidance by others. Barnes 
(2004) distinguishes between an Expert and an Outside Expert where 
an Outside Expert brings knowledge from outside the classroom into 
the discussion. This distinction is superfluous here due to the fact 
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that the students are in their final semester of a Master degree and 
the expectation is that they would draw on knowledge from a variety 
of sources. 
Critic: Identifies flaws in reasoning, probes for clarification or justification 
and questions other group members claims and statements. The 
Critic often plays “devil’s advocate” and introduces points of view 
he/she might not necessarily agree with to challenge the group. 
Facilitator: Attempts to involve all group members in the discussion and to 
progress the conversation in a non-threatening way.  
Manager: Assigns tasks to group members, takes control of the agenda by 
setting the pace and deciding when to move on to new tasks. The 
Manager often presents or clarifies instructions or summarises the 
group discussion. 
In Need of Help: Requests assistance in understanding the material or the instructions. 
Entertainer: Engages in off-task activities or introduces off-task topics that distract 
significantly over several speech turns from the focus of the 
conversation. 
Audience: Responds to the Entertainer in a way that elicits more off-task 
activities, for example laughing at a joke or continuing an off-task 
conversation. 
Helper: Performs tasks such as taking notes or drawing diagrams on behalf of 
the group.  
 
It is important to note that Barnes’ (2004) study included the position of Humourist that 
differs from the position of Entertainer. A Humourist employed humour to discuss the case 
study and task at hand in such a way that the focus was still on the task and the 
contributions of the Humourist did not attempt to distract group members from the task. 
This position was not included as a separate one for the purpose of coding in my study as 
turns containing an attempt at humour was accounted for in the coding according their 
intended conversational purpose as per Table 2. 
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3.3.2.5 Comparison to the online activity 
This step was repeated exactly as in the preliminary data analysis to provide an indication of 
the level of preparedness of the group members. Tracking the completion rate of the online 
activity made possible a comparison between the conversational moves and positions 
adopted by students who did come to the collaborative exercise prepared with those who 
were not prepared. The main limitation of this measure is that it does not account for prior 
knowledge of students who did not complete the online exercise. 
 
3.4 Operational definitions  
A few terms and concepts that are commonly used in business communication are defined 
below in terms of how I employ those terms in the context of the study. 
 
For the purpose of the study effective communication in the scenario of a group discussion 
involving a business case study is defined as communication that satisfy the following 
criteria: 
1. Communicative moves that are focussed on the case study; 
2. A high level of connectedness among turns (Webb, 2013); 
3. The presence of proposals that are relevant and plausible as a solution to the posed 
dilemma (Barron, 2003); and, 
4. A process of analysis of proposals and statements performed through the 
questioning and challenging of the contributions of the group members (Schwarz & 
Baker, 2017). 
 
The process of deciding on a course of action is frequently referred to as negotiation in this 
thesis. Negotiation is understood as “clarifying and discussing the pros and cons of potential 
solution options. This could include clarifying pieces of information, verbally simulating the 
ripple effects of offered alternatives, attempting to persuade other teammates regarding 
the relative efficacy of alternatives,” (Fiore et al., 2010, p. 260). Following from this 
definition consensus is a mutually acceptable resolution or decision reached through a 
process of negotiation (Wasson, 2016). 
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3.5 Conclusion 
 
This chapter provided details of the design and implementation of the research project 
whilst placing the study in the broader methodological frame of a DBR project. The iterative 
cycles of a learning intervention in an authentic educational environment are described. The 
chapter explains and justifies amendments made to the learning intervention between the 
first and second round of data collection, as well as the development of a data analysis 
scheme over the two iterations of the project. Furthermore, to place the project in an 
educational context, the chapter contains relevant information on the participants.  
 
Detailed information on the online exercise for both iterations are included although data 
from the online exercises do not feature in the findings and discussion chapters. This 
decision was made based on limited time and resources for data analysis and because the 
topic has been covered more extensively in the literature on online learning (Hausmann & 
Chi, 2002; Hausmann et al., 2009; Schworm & Bolzert, 2014). The decision to focus on the 
face-to-face component of the data was made based on a review of the literature. Focussing 
on the way students reference and incorporate the online exercise in their discussions is a 
potential future research project. Such projects would deliver valuable insights on the 
efficacy of online exercises and serve as a starting point for improving their design. 
 
This chapter was intended as a primer for the following chapters where the findings of the 
project will be described and discussed. A CA study produces vast quantities of data and 
although the researcher starts with a blank slate when approaching the data, it is important 
to point out the most prominent features of the analytic scheme that were established. For 
the purpose of this project those features are firstly, the different phases of a conversation 
aimed at reaching consensus and how the presence or absence of these phases influence 
the outcome of the conversation. The second feature is the influence of different types of 
conversational moves and how they are used and responded to by participants to adopt 
certain positions in the conversation. These aspects will be illustrated and discussed in the 
following chapters. 
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Chapter 4: Findings on issue framing 
 
The aim of an in-depth analysis of issue framing is to test the hypothesis that a group’s 
ability to frame and agree on the issues related to the case study influences the productivity 
of the group discussion when it came to making proposals and engaging in argumentation 
to decide on a course of action. In examining the data from the six different groups it 
became apparent that the way the groups dealt with setting up the parameters of the 
conversation had implications for how the rest of the conversation unfolded. In each of the 
conversations there was either a distinct phase of issue framing or an attempt at issue 
framing where the terms of the discussion were negotiated among the group members or 
an obvious lack of such a phase. The presence or absence and additionally the quality of this 
phase had repercussions for the development of the conversation. 
 
Framing can be studied on both the cognitive and interactional level. Furthermore, when 
investigating the process of framing it is imperative to be clear on what it is that is being 
framed. Studies on framing related to conflict and negotiation provide insight into the 
framing of three different aspects. Firstly, the framing of pertinent issues as they are 
understood by individual participants and negotiated in the interaction. Secondly, the 
internal (cognitive) and external (interactional) representation of identities and 
relationships in conflict are investigated through the lens of framing. Lastly, the process of 
interaction in conflict itself is framed by the participants (Dewulf et al., 2009, p. 166; 
Wasson, 2016). 
 
Issue framing in the context of this study is understood to be an interactional process where 
the participants’ understanding and views on the issues can be and are shaped through 
conversation (Dewulf et al., 2009). Research has shown that the way issues are framed has a 
profound impact on the subsequent decisions a group will arrive at (Clark et al., 2014). In 
this chapter I will present examples of how issue framing was accomplished, attempted or 
absent in the different groups.  
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Understanding how issue framing is interactionally achieved and what the implications are 
of effective or ineffective issue framing, has various practical applications that will be 
discussed in a future chapter. For the sake of demonstrating what is meant with the term 
“effective” issue framing, I will present these examples first and then progress to illustrate 
how ineffective examples deviate from the examples where issue framing was achieved by 
the participants. The chapter is concluded with a summary of the insights gained into issue 
framing.  
 
Below are two tables listing the issues that were identified by the groups in the two studies. 
Simply counting the number of issues that a group was able to name served as an initial 
indication of how well the group was able to make sense of the cases presented to them. 
However, it became clear that there is a major qualitative distinction between naming and 
framing issues and that groups who compiled a list of issues without any deeper discussion 
were at a disadvantage to groups where a deeper discussion and examination of the issues 
– or framing – occurred. This was evident in the overall progression of the discussion and 
the groups’ abilities to enter into deeper analysis of the issues and ultimately reach 
consensus. The rest of the chapter will illustrate those differences. 
 
Table 4: Issues named and framed in the Everest case 
 Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Acting according to 
leadership norms 
 ✓ ✓ 
Adhering to a 
personal moral code 
 ✓ ✓ 
Applying ethical 
theories to achieve a 
desired outcome 
✓   
Emotional 
manipulation into 
ethical behaviour 
✓   
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 Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Ethical responsibility 
of the victim to act 
selfless 
✓   
Futility of acting 
ethically by 
sacrificing one’s own 
life 
✓  ✓ 
Legal consequences 
of one’s actions 
✓   
Living with one’s 
conscience 
✓   
Relationship to the 
person left behind 
✓   
Respecting the 
wishes of your team 
members 
✓   
Saving oneself for 
the sake of making 
future contributions 
to society 
✓ ✓  
TOTAL: 9 3 3 
 
 
Table 5: Issues named and framed in the ZHL case 
 Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Adhering to an 
ethical corporate 
culture 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
  68 
 Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Applying ethical 
theories to achieve a 
desired outcome 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Benefits of ethical 
business practices 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Cost-benefit analysis 
  ✓ 
Creating Shared 
Value (CSV) 
 ✓ ✓ 
Different cultural 
norms around ethics 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Futility of 
challenging the 
status quo 
✓  ✓ 
Greater good vs 
personal gain 
✓ ✓  
Lack of education 
and awareness of 
the importance of 
ethical conduct 
✓ ✓  
(Lack of) Legal 
consequences for 
unethical conduct 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Long term vs short 
term solutions 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Negative 
consequences of 
resisting and 
exposing unethical 
conduct 
 ✓ ✓ 
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 Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Poverty causes 
unethical conduct 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Setting an example 
and working 
towards a critical 
mass of ethical 
business practices 
✓   
Stakeholder analysis ✓  ✓ 
Survival of the 
business 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
The end justifies the 
means 
✓ ✓  
Ubiquity of 
unethical conduct in 
certain areas of 
business or certain 
cultures 
✓ ✓ ✓ 
Upholding moral 
standards 
✓   
TOTAL: 16 14 13 
 
4.1 Effective issue framing 
 
The first example presented here is from the second study where the students were 
required to decide on whether the Indian-based ambulance company ZHL should pay a 
bribe to the government or not in order to have funds owed to them released by the 
government. The exchange below occurred early in the discussion while the participants 
were exchanging their views on bribery. Multiple issues are framed around the concept of 
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bribery. This occurs in a short period of time and in the form of a robust discussion where 
the turns overlap, and all group members contribute to the discussion. 
 
Excerpt 1: ZHL Group 1 
1 Jovan so it it- tha-that's that's fine being [self<centred>.] 
2 Rusha                                                              [no it's:: (.)] no it's not good that's 
why the country can't move ahead if you think me me me:: you have to 
think- 
3 Callum yeah but it's not like the government does anything to clamp down on (.) 
[°corruption°] 
4 Jovan [and and it's] and- ((gestures with his pen to Callum)) 
5 Rusha        [WELL THEY] do try:: [I mean they're not (.) fantastic-] 
6 Callum                                              [yeah but it's not similar they're not going to jail                    
                                             or anything] 
7 Arush (.hhh) well at the end of the day it's:: uhm: uh as you said that it's about 
me me me but when it comes about survival (.) then: you know you're not 
thinking about we (.) because if I don't live it doesn't really mean 
>anything< to me if everybody else live as [well.]= 
8 Rusha                                                                         [hmmm] 
9 Arush =(.) uh:: so that's: (.) one problem. and the second problem is obviously uh 
the level of [education]=  
10 Rusha                       [hmmm] 
11 Arush =obviously bribing is not a (.) way of uh getting- alleviating [poverty]=  
12 Rusha                                                                                                             [hmmm] 
13 Arush =it's rather you know uhm a systematic [problem]=  
14 Hai                                                                         [hmmm-hm.] 
15 Rusha                                                                         [hmmm] 
16 Arush =(.) at the same time uh the:: even there is- if there is poverty but you 
don't have the right level of education that uh you know makes you think 
that (.) whether if you take a bribe it's gonna have a [ripple effect.] it's 
gonna spiral. 
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17 Rusha                                                                                               [hmmm] 
18 Callum                                                                                               [yep-] ((gestures with 
open palms to the group)) 
19 Jovan I- I think [that that cause I don't know ((shakes head)) I disagree] to that 
cause even the: uh brightest (.) uh:: politicians in India take bribes (.) 
cause uhm:: it's a it's a- 
 
In the first turn Jovan takes up a contrary stand to Rusha who claimed that bribery is always 
wrong regardless of the circumstances. Rusha responds in Turn 2 before he finishes his turn 
and the elevated pitch of the “no” she starts her turn with indicates that she disagrees very 
strongly. She supports her disagreement by framing a recurring issue: personal gain vs the 
greater good. In the very next turn Callum frames yet another issue. Note that he does not 
agree with Jovan that it is “fine being self-centred” but rather that bribery and corruption is 
so ubiquitous in India that the individuals are not to blame but rather the system. The 
concessive “yeah, but…” construction observed here is often used to manage disagreements 
in conversation (Uzelgun et al., 2015). Callum is framing an alternative view without 
discounting Jovan’s contribution.  Jovan tries to build on the issue Callum framed but once 
again Rusha takes the turn by speaking over him in a loud voice claiming that the 
government is attempting to fight corruption. Callum stands his ground and elaborates on 
the issue he framed in Turn 3 by mentioning the lack of legal consequences for those 
involved in corruption. 
 
Arush takes the next turn and opens with “at the end of the day” indicating to the group 
that his intention is to make a definitive statement regarding the opposing issues raised so 
far. Starting with such a phrase indicates to the group that he believes what he is about to 
say is the final word on the matter. The group grants him an extended turn to summarise 
and then to proceed to frame additional issues that were not previously raised. There are 
several instances of active listening evident at Turn 8, 10, 12, 14, 15 and 17 but no one 
attempts to interrupt him.  
 
He starts by addressing Rusha’s criticism of seeking personal gain above the greater good by 
mimicking her repeating the word “me” three times but goes on to say that one’s own 
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survival trumps the pursuit of a greater good. In doing so he challenges the idealistic notion 
of a greater good and how it does not apply in situations where survival is at stake. Although 
she does not agree (as is evident from the rest of the conversation) Rusha’s “hmmm” at 
Turn 8 indicates that she acknowledges this aspect of the issue. 
 
In Turn 9 Arush moves on to a frame a second issue namely the lack of education around 
the consequences of bribery. In Turn 11 and 13 he elaborates on this by saying that bribery 
might seem like a way to alleviate poverty unless those involved are made aware of the 
bigger picture and the “ripple effect” referring to long-term overall consequences. 
 
Callum attempts an agreement and possible an elaboration in Turn 18 but is interrupted by 
Jovan who introduces a counter-argument to Arush’s claim that education could bring about 
systemic change. The group continues debating the issues framed in the excerpt for several 
minutes. 
 
Note that Arush was granted the opportunity to present a mini monologue and to complete 
his turn while Rusha and Jovan’s turns often overlap. This could be attributed to the fact 
that Arush did not overtly agree or disagree with either side of the argument or the fact that 
the group was waiting for him to introduce new information which he does not do in this 
turn. He acknowledges both of their points of view by repeating Rusha’s words after 
referring to her contribution with “as you said”. He then continues to explain how being 
“self-centred” as Jovan put it, would become the default of most people in a context of a life 
or death situation. While Jovan and Rusha motivate their positions with value-laden words 
like “fine” and “not good”, Arush presents an explanation that seeks to address the causes 
of the issue.  
 
The second example is from a different group also discussing the ZHL case study. Although 
this group was not as proficient in English as the first group, they raise multiple points about 
the issue of bribery and government’s role in preventing bribery in a short period of time. 
The excerpt represents just under two minutes of conversation. Except for one brief silence 
this part of the conversation displays a series of well-connected turns. 
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Excerpt 2: ZHL Group 2 
1 Rui I think it's on one side (.) they don't want to accept the corruptions 
like they don't want to give money- extra money to government. but on 
the other side if they don't give the extra monies to: like corruptions 
>for governments< it will impact the business. for example they have 
example is about their choosing the (.) call [numbers.]= 
2 Xun                                                                              [((nods))] 
3 Rui =becau:se they refuse to: uh: give money to government then they just 
can choose uh not very good number on their [°site°.] 
4 Xun                                                                                    [((nods))] 
5 Rui it will impact the normal operations 
6 
 
(2.8) 
7 Yin yeah but who are affected. (0.3) [like general-] 
8 Jing                                                            [(.hhh) I think the public] >you know< 
because they provide public [goods it's why the-]  
9 Yin                                                    [((nods))] 
10 Jing (.) I think the government should concede (.hhh) because they should 
consider the impact from bribery because they ask for those bribery 
actually it's impact on the public is- it's the quality of the public goods. 
because this company providing ambulance service. 
11 Yin yeah but if you consider the public you should do the bribe like when- 
once you [get the money-] 
12 Jing                  [no I mean GOvernment] shouldn't ask them because (.) this 
company providing [public goods for (.) like-] 
13 Yin                                     [no but it's uh] like the general culture of a country 
you don’t just change the °culture.° 
14 Jing so I mean (.) yes because the (.) government should change their mind 
they should be more ethical. (.) not just- 
15 Yin yeah but officers like they treat the bribery as a sort of income °of 
them° [and-] 
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16 Jing             [(.hhh) so] yeah that's another problem. why government can't 
just pay them a f::- more fair <salary> that means all officials doesn't 
need. those bribery (.) to increase to as a extra income if they already 
get a decent salary from (.) government. 
 
In the first turn Rui verbalises a similar contradiction that surfaced in the first example: 
acting according to one’s ethical intentions in an overwhelmingly unethical climate. She 
follows her statement with an example from the case study in Turn 3 and summarises in 
Turn 5 by stating the ultimate consequence of not compromising one’s ethics in this 
instance, namely a negative impact on the operation of the business.  
After a brief silence Yin acknowledges the contribution in Turn 7 but presses for more 
specific details in the form of a stakeholder analysis, emphasising “who” when asking “who 
are affected”. She also indicates her intention of steering the conversation in a different 
direction by opening her turn with “yeah, but” (Uzelgun et al., 2015). 
 
In Turn 8 and 10 Jing grants Yin the redirection of the conversation by analysing the 
interconnectedness of three stakeholders: the public, the government and the company. 
From his analysis follows that the government is ultimately responsible for any negative 
impact on the public as they are the ones forcing the company to either act unethically or to 
compromise on their service. Yin responds with yet another “yeah, but” indicating that she 
acknowledges his point but does not agree with it. She points out that because paying the 
bribe would mean the public would retain access to ambulance services then that would be 
considered ethical. This contribution is a precursor to her explanation of consequentialist 
ethics that follows later in the discussion and although she is not very clear in doing so, she 
raises and opens up for discussion the issue of whether the end justifies the means. 
 
A backwards and forwards argument between Yin and Jing continues through Turn 12 to 16. 
Yin’s contributions represent consequentialist ethics and she points to the reality of the 
situation more than once: the ubiquity and general acceptance of unethical conduct in the 
Indian government (Turn 13) and the fact that government officials rely on bribes to 
supplement their income (Turn 15). Jing counters these arguments by applying the 
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deontological paradigm. His rejection of the reality of the situation and focus on a moral 
ideal is evident from his repeated use of “shouldn’t” and “should” in Turn 12 and 14.  
 
Although not explicitly stated at this point in the conversation, the group frames the issues 
related to the case study through the lens of both consequentialist and deontological ethics. 
Rui employ an if-then structure to illustrate the outcomes of the decision the group will 
ultimately make: “if they don’t give extra monies…it will impact the business” (Turn 1); and 
“they refuse to: uh: give money to government then they just can choose uh not very good 
number” (Turn 3). On the other hand, Jing formulates rules that he believes should be 
followed: “the government should concede” (Turn 10); and “they should be more ethical” 
(Turn 14). 
 
It is also worth noting that Yin’s use of “yeah, but” signals that she is not rejecting the moral 
ideal Jing is presenting. Her use of “yeah, but” serves to acknowledge and perhaps even 
agree with the moral standard Jing feels should be upheld. However, she insists on 
reminding him and the rest of the group of the reality of the situation. She deviates from 
the pattern once in Turn 13 when she uses “no, but” instead. This deviation from her “yeah, 
but” pattern and the emphasis on “no” displays some exasperation with Jing’s inability to 
consider her point of view and consider valid arguments to see beyond his own beliefs. 
Despite this, she does not disengage and responds to him again in Turn 15 with her usual 
“yeah, but” opening. 
 
4.2 Attempted issue framing 
 
The excerpt below are the opening sequences taken from the second group discussing the 
Everest case study. The group had no native speakers but a high preparation rate according 
to the data from the online exercise. This observation is further supported by the pattern 
this group’s conversation follows: long pre-prepared monologues that do not logically follow 
on each other. In this excerpt two of the group members can be seen taking turns delivering 
their views on whether one should stay behind with dying team members or save oneself 
and in doing so abandon one’s team members.  
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Excerpt 3: Everest Group 2 
1 Lao do we understand what that says ((points to case study notes and 
instructions)) 
2  (1.5) 
3 Toan I think (.) if I were the leader I will uh go down the mountain by myself 
and uh to ask uh (.) to to get help. (.) and then go back to: receive my:: 
teammates. (0.3) not just to stay there (.) and s::acrifice myself because 
(.) you want to:: uh save somebody else you have to protect yourself 
first. 
4 
 
(3.2)  
((no eye contact among group members)) 
5 Hong yeah I think (0.4) so we don't know what is his uhm his <ethical> logics. 
(0.3) because he think his actually was correct so he (.) is consistent to uh 
compare with his values (.) but but as I mentioned (.) he is not acting 
ethically to his mind because his action actually was not ethical to his 
mind (0.3) so we cannot say his (.) his (.) his object value is u:hm and I 
think here if he was agree he (0.4) go (hhh) down to the- went down to 
the mountain probably for something want to be °rescue°. 
 
Lao speaks first after the tutor has handed out the case study notes and instructions. He 
attempts to facilitate some discussion around clarifying the instructions but does not 
receive a response. Toan speaks after a brief silence launching into a monologue that seems 
to have been rehearsed. This is evident from the fact that he speaks more fluently than at 
any other stage in the discussion and also the strong and definite finish of stressing the 
word “first” with a falling pitch. Although it seems that he bypasses the issue framing phase 
by going straight to a proposed decision he does justify his position in the second half of his 
turn. In doing so he frames the issue of saving oneself for the sake of making future 
contributions to society. 
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Hong’s monologue also seems to have been prepared before the tutorial. However, her 
delivery is not particularly fluent. She pauses nine times and often for longer than a 
micropause. She also repeats herself and seems to have left out a part of her prepared 
speech as she uses the term “as I mentioned” (Turn 5) to refer to something that has in fact 
not been mentioned. Even though it is doubtful that the group members were able to follow 
what she said she does attempt to frame the issue of acting in line with one’s values and 
deontological ethics when she refers to “his ethical logics”; “he is not acting ethically to his 
mind; and “his object value”. 
 
This pattern of disconnected monologues repeated itself with the remaining four group 
members. The monologues were on average 45 seconds with a silence averaging two 
seconds in between each monologue and turns were taken in order of seating position – 
students followed the person to their right. It is interesting to note that this excerpt 
represents 1 minute and 15 seconds of conversation. When compared to Excerpt 1: ZHL 
Group 1 there seems to be a stark difference between what the two groups achieved in 
conversation in the same amount of time. 
 
Although not a model of effective issue framing by exchanging ideas during the 
conversation, the group members at least framed the issues for themselves. Additionally, 
others in the group had the opportunity to listen, even though they did so passively, to how 
their peers interpreted the issues. As a result of this pattern of a monologue without any 
discussion following immediately after, group members found it problematic to refer back 
to what was said in the issue framing phase. In summary, issues were named by this group 
and framed by individuals for their own understanding but not collaboratively framed and 
agreed upon for further discussion. 
 
The second example dealing with attempted issue framing appears very different from the 
example above and the lack of issue framing occurs for very different reasons. In this group 
the participants were either native English speakers or had very high proficiency in spoken 
English. However, the low preparation rate meant that not all the group members were 
informed about the ethical concepts related to the case study. Issue framing in this instance 
is derailed by resistance – in the form of jokes as responses – from two of the participants to 
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others’ attempts to discuss the issues related to the case study. The excerpt starts where 
Linda is responding to a question from Kevin about whether she would stay behind and risk 
her life if one of her team mates directly asked her to do so. 
 
Excerpt 4: Everest Group 1 
1 Linda >I would< actually be m::::ore likely to go °then° 
2 
 
(0.3) 
3 James wo::::w 
4 Linda because of that. (.) [because then-] 
5 Kevin                                    [wow so:::-] 
6 Adrian so he has to [pretend that he wants you to go.] ((gesturing away with 
hand)) and you'll stay. 
7 Linda                        [because it's a-]  
8 Thea                        [((laughs))] 
9 Linda >no no no. (.) no no no.< 
10 James time to GO I'll be fi:::ne. [I'll be fi::ne. ((waves an imaginary person 
away)) they'll come get me in the morning.] 
11 Adrian                                              [((laughs))] 
12 Linda                                             [((laughs)) yeah but- >no no. no no.< ((holds 
hand up in a stop sign)) because it's like (0.4) it's like] that's totally self-
interest. 
13 Adrian I kno::w. ((rests his chin on his hand looking at Linda)) 
14 Linda like if if you were the one dying would you (.) ask somebody to stay 
15 James nah I wouldn't say I'd ask somebody to stay °with me° [but I'm not the 
one dy::ing] °somebody else is° 
16 Linda                                                                                                   [you know what I 
mean] ((open palms of hands upwards)) 
17 Adrian yeah? it's understandable somebody's dying people might react 
differently. you know. some peopl::e uh::m accept it (0.3) and some 
people might finally get to panic u::hm- 
18 Linda yea::h yeah °yeah° 
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19 
 
(0.3) 
20 James would you be able to live with yourself though >after making that 
decision< to go 
21 Linda because of that. (.) because then- 
22 Adrian ((nods once)) 
23 James °I think you’ll stay.° 
24 Linda I think in: this::- 
25 Kevin I think we need to use the:: (.) the (.) two:: frameworks (0.5) from the 
video 
26 Adrian ((in a high singing voice)) are frameworks necessary. [((laughs))] 
27 Linda                                                                                                    [((laughs))] 
28 Kevin ((holding his thumb out to indicate first)) I'm struggling to figure out the 
n-name of the second one. (.) the first one was <utilitarianism> and the 
seco:nd (putting up his index finger to indicate second)) wa:s (0.4) 
categorical- 
29 Adrian legalism as well:::- 
 
Although a robust conversation when considering the turns following on each other without 
any breaks in the conversation, not a lot is achieved in terms of framing the issues. Linda’s 
hesitation in making a potentially controversial statement is evident from her drawing out 
the start of the word “more” perhaps in an effort to buy herself more time to think of a 
justification for her adopted stance. She also ends her turn with a muted “then” indicating 
either a lack of conviction or that she is expecting resistance and perhaps mockery as this 
has been the pattern of the conversation up to this point.  
 
Her expectation seems justified because after a brief silence James expresses his shock at 
her with a prolonged “wow” in Turn 3. An attempt to clarify her standpoint is interrupted by 
Adrian who points out that her team mates would be better off acting unethically – by being 
deceitful – to motivate her to ethical behaviour. She tries to interject at Turn 7 but Adrian 
talks over her to complete his turn while Thea laughs at his analysis of the irony of the 
situation. She makes yet another attempt at taking a turn and justifying herself in Turn 9 by 
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rapidly repeating the word “no” six times but this time she is cut off a by James performing 
a little pantomime in response to Adrian’s summary of how her team mates should pretend 
they want her to go while they actually want her to stay. Adrian and even Linda respond to 
James’ joke with laughter (Turn 11 and 12) but Linda manages to take a turn and explain 
how her decision would be influenced by the other person’s lack of selflessness. Note that 
up to this point the group has only touched on the issue of selflessness vs selfishness but 
have failed to adequately frame it for use in reaching consensus. 
 
At Turn 14 Linda changes her tactic by asking James and Adrian, who were the ones mocking 
her, what they would do if they were put in the situation of being directly asked to stay. 
James concedes somewhat reluctantly by saying that he would also not stay behind. His 
reluctance is evident by the fact that he does not say “I wouldn’t ask someone to stay with 
me” but rather “I wouldn’t say I’d ask someone to stay me”. In addition to this the “with 
me” is spoken much softer than the rest of the sentence indicating that he does not want to 
appear selfish – the trait that is currently being criticised in the conversation. Linda 
interprets the first part of his turn as agreement and interjects with “you know what I 
mean”. The rising intonation at the end of her turn makes it sound similar to the way 
someone would say “I told you so”. James, however, weakly tries to defend his position by 
continuing his turn (Turn 15) explaining that he is not the one dying, implying that he should 
not be forced to take up that point of view. 
 
After Adrian strays even further from the issue at hand by mentioning different people’s 
reactions to imminent death (Turn 17), James attempts to introduce the issue of living with 
one’s conscience and adhering to a personal moral code (Turn 20). Linda makes two 
attempts at Turn 21 and 24 to enter into a discussion about the question raised by James 
but is unsuccessful because of an exchange between James and Adrian where Adrian non-
verbally confirms that he would in fact be able to live himself (Turn 22) but James disagrees 
(Turn 23). This side exchange derails Linda’s attempt at entering into a discussion about the 
issue briefly framed at Turn 20. In this part of the conversation issue framing is hijacked by 
the three group members’ insistence on focussing on their personal point of view rather 
than addressing the general issues pertaining to the case. 
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At Turn 25 Kevin hesitantly attempts to introduce the concepts from the online exercise 
they were expected to complete as preparation for the group discussion. He starts with a 
hedging phrase “I think”, pauses frequently and his raised intonation at the end of the turn 
serves to make the instruction sound more like a question or suggestion than an authorative 
statement made by someone who has more information. Seeing as Kevin and Linda are the 
only group members who completed the exercise and his hesitation is likely an attempt to 
mask his superior knowledge and reduce the risk of distancing himself from his group 
members (Ostberg, 2009).  
 
Despite Adrian mocking the suggestion of applying frameworks to focus the conversation 
(Turn 26), Kevin remains steadfast and starts naming the frameworks in Turn 27. He still 
attempts to hold up a façade of not being more knowledgeable than his group members by 
pretending to not remember the names of the frameworks, saying “utilitarianism” slowly as 
if having trouble with the pronunciation of the word and once again his rising intonation at 
the end of his turn serves to invite group members to contribute and to avoid sounding 
authorative. Adrian now responds to his introduction of the concepts related to the case by 
naming another ethical concept (Turn 29). However, his lack of preparation becomes 
evident as the concept he names is unrelated to both the online exercise and the current 
discussion. 
 
Although at first glance a robust back and forth, this group only named two issues related to 
the case study and framed these issues in terms of their personal views. Because of 
repeated resistance – either by joking or an insistence on dwelling on their personal 
viewpoints – the group does not probe deeper into the issues.  Their failure to do so leads to 
problems in the decision-making phase as they had not formulated criteria to use in 
reaching a consensus. 
 
4.3 Ineffective issue framing 
 
In the first example of ineffective issue framing the group is attempting to perform a 
stakeholder analysis of the ZHL case study as prompted by the questions provided for the 
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case study. Although a few stakeholders are listed – mostly by Bo reading the information 
from the case study notes – no in-depth conversation ensues about how these stakeholders 
are affected or what the interconnections between the relevant stakeholders are. No 
analysis takes place beyond what was provided in the case study notes. Some collaborative 
and active listening moves can be observed; however, these are not followed up with 
contributions when Bo tries to hand over the turn. As a result, a few lengthy and 
uncomfortable silences occur.  
 
Excerpt 5: ZHL Group 3 
1 Bo the. state. 
2 Yu-Rui [((nods))] 
3 Daiyu [yah. (.)] so it's quite important. 
4 
 
(3.5) 
5 Bo it says it's (.) the most important business they have. ((reading from the 
case study notes)) 
6 Yu-Rui [yeah.] 
7 Daiyu [hmmm-mm] ((nods)) 
8 
 
(4.5) 
((group members reading their individual handouts)) 
9 Bo so like the employees (.) the: patient [(.) will] be affected 
10 Daiyu                                                                        [patient] 
11 
 
(4.5) 
((Liu nods while reading from case study notes)) 
12 Daiyu and also the m-manager like manage level of the company °maybe° 
((nods))  
13 Yu-Rui yeah:: I think so 
14 Daiyu they need to make the decision whether to: do the corrupt or not. (.) do 
the bribe. °or not.° 
15 
 
(0.3) 
16 Bo yeah. yes. also I think the: the investors (.) there is an invest-
investment company (.) yeah they first gave them- 
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17 
 
(0.3) 
18 Yu-Rui money 
 
Bo – who in the previous turn posed the question regarding stakeholders – lists the first 
stakeholder: the state. Bo is the only group member who did the preparation via the online 
exercise and it seems that she might also be the only one to have read the case study notes 
in detail before the tutorial. Yu-Rui and Daiyu agree verbally and non-verbally in Turn 2 and 
3 but neither elaborates or elicits further information from Bo.  
 
After a silence where no one takes the turn Bo elaborates on her own contribution by 
reading from the case study. The same pattern repeats itself with agreement from Yu-Rui 
and Daiyu (Turn 6 and 7) and another even longer silence where group members avoid eye 
contact and read from the case study notes. Once again Bo fills the drawn-out silence by 
naming two more stakeholders at Turn 9 and the pattern of agreement and silence repeats 
itself once more in Turn 10 and 11.  
 
Daiyu makes her first contribution to the stakeholder analysis at Turn 12 by tentatively 
suggesting that the managers of the company would be affected by the corruption crisis. 
Her hesitation is evident from the fact that she intones the sentence as a question and the 
use of a qualifier when she adds a very soft “maybe” at the end. An agreement from Yui-Ru 
at Turn 13 seems to give Daiyu more confidence and she goes on to add at Turn 14 that the 
managers are affected because they have to decide whether to pay the bribe or not. 
Although not incorrect, this is the very basis of the case study and the fact that she presents 
this as an insight into the stakeholder relations displays a lack of understanding and 
preparation.  
 
Turn 16 sees Bo add investors to the list of stakeholders. Perhaps sensing her group 
members’ lack of knowledge of the case study she uses her turn to present them with some 
more information from the case study notes; that is that there was an investment company 
involved in the founding of ZHL. 
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Looking at what transpired in over a minute of conversation we see that five stakeholders 
have been listed – four of them by Bo. No connections between these stakeholders have 
been discussed. No one has challenged or questioned any contributions and none of the 
information goes beyond what was presented to the students in the case study notes. In 
other words, no analysis took place. This is in stark contrast to Excerpt 2: ZHL Group 2 even 
though the two groups are similar in language ability and were addressing the same 
question.   
 
In the last example for this chapter I present an excerpt from the third group discussing the 
Everest case study. The excerpt starts three minutes into the group’s conversation which 
mostly comprised of silence and group members individually looking at the case study notes 
and instructions. In all the other groups this opening stage of the conversation were marked 
by issue framing or an attempt at issue framing while this group is experiencing a 
communication breakdown. 
 
Excerpt 6: Everest Group 3 
1 
 
(5.6)  
((group members reading their individual handouts)) 
2 Zhu (indiscernible) 
3 
 
(0.6) 
4 Ju-Yi huh 
5 
 
(0.8) 
6 Mei consult a peer. 
7 
 
(15.9)  
((group members reading their individual handouts)) 
9 Mei <responsibility> 
10 
 
(1.8) 
11 Ju-Yi [you think-] 
12 Mei [<responsible>] (.) for (.) that team members 
13 Ju-Yi ((writing on the shared A3 sheet)) 
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14 
 
(15.0)  
((group members reading their individual handouts)) 
 
Turn 1 is representative of most of the previous conversation – no eye contact and silence 
from the group members. Zhu mumbles to himself at Turn 2 and after a brief silence Ju-Yi 
attempts to turn this into a contribution using a “huh” to ask him what he was saying. Zhu 
does not look up and after another brief silence at Turn 5 Mei answers an unknown 
question by suggesting "consult a peer”. She is not responding to anything said previously 
and it can only be assumed that she is answering a question from the case study notes that 
she failed to read out loud or refer to before answering.  
 
Instead of asking for clarification the group ignores Mei’s contribution and keep avoiding 
eye contact. After an almost 16-second silence at Turn 7 Mei attempts another turn, this 
time very slowly saying the word “responsibility” to the group. After a much briefer silence 
Ju-Yi starts asking her for clarification but before he can finish his question she provides a 
very vague explanation that can only be interpreted as the person having to make the 
decision is responsible for the team. She does not frame this contribution in any meaningful 
way, neither does she invite any of the other group members to agree or disagree with her. 
Ju-Yi writes something on the shared A3 sheet provided by the tutor for notetaking. The 
group once again lapses into a drawn-out silence. This pattern of very scant contributions 
followed by long silences continues throughout most of the discussion, except for a couple 
of weak attempts at joking which will be discussed in a future chapter. 
 
4.4 Insights into issue framing 
 
The six examples in this chapter serve to illustrate how the different groups approached 
framing the issues related to the case studies. The depth and breadth of the issues framed 
had a profound impact on the groups’ ability to negotiate consensus later in the discussions.  
 
The structure of the examples of effective issue framing are quite similar: relatively short 
turn construction units (TCUs) that are closely related to the previous TCUs, the presence of 
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domain specific vocabulary and eye contact and the absence of long breaks in the 
conversation. The structure of examples of attempted and ineffective issue framing, 
however, vary considerably ranging from long, unconnected monologues (Excerpt 3: Everest 
Group 2) to a seemingly robust conversation with connected TCUs but an absence of 
domain specific vocabulary (Excerpt 4: Everest Group 1) to examples where breaks in the 
conversation with no eye contact dominated (Excerpt 6: Everest Group 3). These differences 
highlight the need for a thorough and detailed understanding of how groups frame issues or 
fail to do so when working on decision making tasks in order to respond appropriately either 
through learning design or on-the-spot tutor intervention. 
 
As mentioned in a previous chapter the data analysis structure in this study closely follows 
the steps designed by Wasson (2016, p. 384) in her study on decision making in meetings. 
She combined issue framing and CA to gain insight into the decision-making processes at 
work in a corporate environment. Applying her framework for analysis in a different context 
has confirmed the value of combining issue framing and CA as analytic tools. Furthermore, a 
comparison between the findings in a corporate and higher education context, especially 
that of a business school, is a worthwhile endeavour as one of the main aims of business 
education is to simulate the corporate environment in preparing graduates for their future. 
 
As such the findings presented in this chapter support Wasson’s (2016) findings that a 
shared understanding of the issues related to decision making is imperative for a group to 
work towards consensus. However, where disagreement is often viewed as a dispreferred 
response in a meeting in the corporate world it seems to be a useful component of a 
conversation for deeper learning. From a conversation analytic point of view preferred 
responses (agreement) often close a sequence while dispreferred responses (disagreement) 
lead to expansion (Schegloff, 2007, p. 117). While this holds true in an environment where 
time is money and making the correct decision is imperative for the smooth operation of 
the business, it is not the case in an educational setting where the emphasis is on the 
decision-making process and the associated critical thinking skills associated with that 
process.  
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In this chapter both the excerpts dealing with effective issue framing are rife with 
disagreement about the issues under discussion (Excerpt 1 Excerpt 2) while examples of 
ineffective issue framing contain no disagreements (Excerpt 5 Excerpt 6). Even though 
disagreement is present in Excerpt 4 it is not focussed on the issues but rather on personal 
opinions and therefore the disagreement is not as effective in facilitating learning 
opportunities. It seems that disagreement focussed on the issues, that is dispreferred 
responses, in the issue framing phase of the conversation then becomes a preferred 
response from an educational point of view as it opens up the possibility of reflection and 
self-reflection in the participants. 
 
From the above it becomes evident that the participants found it challenging to the point of 
being impossible to respond to what was not said. When agreement or acknowledgement 
without any elaboration occurred, it stunted the flow of the conversation. An overemphasis 
on personal views and emotions had a similar effect as it is not possible to argue that 
someone does in fact not feel a certain way about an issue. In a later chapter I will discuss 
how this can inform learning design and tutor interventions relevant to decision-making 
activities. 
 
In Stokoe’s (2000) paper on how topicality is constructed in small-group discussions among 
university students she analyses how students use conversation in “getting down to 
educational business” (p.199). Although the focus of her work is not specifically issue 
framing, but rather agenda setting and facilitation, it raises an important point about the 
emic nature of CA and of the importance of understanding the conversation from the 
participants’ point of view. When reframing the analysis in terms of topicality the way 
Stokoe does, the participants in Excerpt 3 where long prepared monologues dominated, 
might have categorised their framing of the issues as effective if they judged it by the effort 
they expended in preparing for their tutorials.  Similarly, the participants in Excerpt 4 might 
claim that they understand the concepts well enough to not have to explicitly state them in 
conversation which could explain a lack of domain specific vocabulary in their conversation.  
 
Coming to an understanding of the participants’ views – especially in cases where the 
conversation does not progress in a way that is in line with the learning objectives – honours 
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this emic perspective. Different approaches for coming to such an understanding will be 
discussed in a future chapter. Suffice to say for the moment that understanding how 
participants view the conversation is imperative in designing interventions to address 
shortcomings. Therefore, a categorisation of “effective” and “ineffective” conversational 
mechanisms is only intended as a means to an end, not an end in itself. The ultimate goal 
being improving the design of and tutor support of small-group discussions to create a space 
where students can become aware of their biases related to ethical decision making 
(Thomson, 2011). 
 
My findings on issue framing echo similar studies that refer to the need of “a joint problem 
space” (Barron, 2003, p. 312) as a prerequisite for students to have meaningful 
conversations in the pursuit of decision making and problem solving (Clark et al., 2014; 
Ostberg, 2009; Thomson, 2011). In the absence of an effective issue framing phase groups 
did not manage to reach consensus through a process of negotiation but rather failed to 
come to a decision at all in the case of Group 1 and 3 discussing the Everest case study. 
Alternatively, the second Everest case study group rushed to a decision when the time was 
up and Group 3 discussing the ZHL case study resorted to voting.  
 
In the next couple of chapters, the focus will be on other mechanisms students used to 
progress or resist the conversation. Once the findings on these mechanisms have been 
reported and discussed, issue framing will make another appearance in an overall 
Discussion chapter bringing all the elements of the findings chapters together and in the 
final chapter where I present a toolkit with recommendations and remedies to problems 
encountered with issue framing. 
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Chapter 5: Findings on silence 
 
In this chapter I use observations from the data to test if dysfunctional silences occur due to 
a lack of facilitative and exploratory moves and by extension to gain insights into the type of 
tutor interventions that might rectify the occurrence of these dysfunctional silences. For the 
purposes of this chapter I adopt Schegloff’s (2007, pp. 19-20) definition where he defines 
silence as a space in the conversation where nothing interactionally happens, even though 
the participants might still produce sounds such as turning pages or clearing their throats. 
The silences discussed in this chapter all have a duration of longer than 0.5 seconds as 
previous research has found this to be the point where the same speaker could still 
continue their turn without repair (Hoey, 2018).  
 
Silence is furthermore seen as a deliberate action in conversation and on equal footing with 
a spoken turn (Schegloff, 2007). This is supported by Hoey’s (2018) definition of lapses as 
“periods of nontalk that develop when all interactants forgo the opportunity to self-select in 
a place where speaking was possible” (p. 329). The important implication here is that 
participants make as much of a conscious decision to stay silent as they do when producing 
a spoken turn and that this decision have repercussions for the progression of the 
conversation and the learning opportunities created and utilised within the group. This is in 
line with findings from Benwell and Stokoe’s (2002) study where they analysed the 
conversational tactics university students employ to purposely avoid taking part in group 
discussions. 
 
Although tutors and educators might not view silence as a desirable component in face-to-
face group discussions, silence does not always have a negative impact on group work and 
collaboration (Jin, 2014). The most relevant finding pertaining to silence that emerged from 
the data was a distinction between functional and dysfunctional silence. The difference will 
be illustrated with examples from the data with the main distinction being that functional 
silence is a necessary occurrence that can progresses the conversation and facilitates 
learning opportunities whereas dysfunctional silence stalls and even regresses the progress 
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of the conversation. Although CA allows for a much more fine-grained categorisation of 
different instances of silence, I keep the distinction to these two categories as the main aim 
of the distinction is to support tutors in on-the-spot interventions and a basic starting point 
for the assessment of group discussions. These aspects and recommendations will be 
discussed in a future chapter. 
 
Examples of functional silence will be presented first, followed by examples of dysfunctional 
silence to illustrate the contrasts. The chapter is concluded by a discussion on the insights 
from the patterns observed over multiple examples with reference to previous studies and 
conversation analytic principles. 
 
5.1 Examples of functional silence 
 
The first excerpt that appears below is an example from an opening sequence and 
represents the first couple of minutes of the discussion. It is not unexpected for students to 
go through a phase of orientating themselves to their notes and the instructions (Sawyer, 
2013). Although I only present one example, this phenomenon could be observed in most of 
the groups and is seen as entirely unproblematic and even productive. 
 
Excerpt 7: Everest Group 1 
1 
 
(4.0)  
((group members reading instructions)) 
2 James right now (.) so (.) I'm stay:::ing in the meantime. 
3 
 
(3.1)  
((James pointing with his pen to Adrian waiting for a 
response. Group members reading instructions)) 
4 Thea hmmm::: (0.3) it's tricky 
5 James what about you ((gestures to Kevin with pen)) 
6 
 
(3.2)  
((group members reading instructions)) 
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7 James >what do you reckon< stay or go 
 
The silence that occurs in this and other opening sequences are evaluated differently from 
silences that occur once a conversation has been established. From the excerpt it is clear 
that the group members are all focussed on reading their instruction sheets and therefore 
not making any eye contact as can be seen in Turn 1, 3 and 6. Such a lack of eye contact 
could be indicative of a problem at a later stage in the conversation but is acceptable and 
expected during an opening sequence. As the instruction page was only distributed to 
students at the beginning of the tutorial there would have been no other opportunity to 
peruse it. Even if the students been given the instructions before the tutorial, perhaps 
through on online learning management system, it could be expected that they needed to 
refresh their memories. 
 
James attempts to rush the group through the orientation phase by repeatedly asking group 
members to state their position on the question (Turn 2, 5 and 7). He signals to the group 
that he intends to shift the focus to decision-making with his use of “right now” in Turn 2 
and pointing with his pen in an effort to assign the next turn. However, the pattern of an 
orientation phase seems to be fixed, albeit with varying durations, in all of the groups and 
not even an impatient facilitator could force the group to skip it. 
 
These silences are seen as functional as they serve the purpose of setting the group up for 
the discussion. In other words, the group enter the discussion with clarity on what is 
expected of them.  
 
A similar pattern of brief silences was observed when a topic, question or agenda item was 
seen as completed by the group. A brief silence for re-orientation to the next item for 
discussion could often be observed and is in line with findings from multiple CA studies 
(Schegloff, 2007, p. 195). Again, for the sake of brevity I only list one representative example 
in Excerpt 8 below. 
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Excerpt 8: ZHL Group 1 
1 Callum maybe maybe we should go to the [second 
question] 
2 Jovan                                                                [yeah. ((nods))] 
3 Hai                                                                [yeah.] 
4 Arush                                                                [yeah. well] 
jus- just to conclude the [first one] we all agree 
that bribing is bad [and it is both] the process of 
giving and taking the money both should be 
termed as bribery right OK. 
5 Jovan                                       [yep.] 
6 Jovan                                       [it- it is yeah ((nods))] 
7 Hai                                       [yeah.] 
8 Callum yep. 
9 Hai yeah. 
10 
 
(0.8) 
11 Arush uh >moving into the second point< 
12  (1.5) 
((group members looking at their handouts)) 
13 Jovan °what corruption charges (.) ha:s ZHL faced so far.° 
((reading from the case study notes)) 
14 Hai  °corruption charges° 
15 Callum li:ke °one of them° was when they (.) had to get 
approval and they were tol:d- ah and with the 
phone number- 
 
Callum’s suggestion to move onto the second question follows after agreement has been 
reached amongst the group members about the terms they were asked to define in the first 
question. In Turn 4 Arush makes a final summary of the group’s discussion of Question 1. 
Jovan, Hai and Callum verbally “sign off” on this summary in Turn 5 to 9 with verbal and 
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non-verbal agreement. Having done so, nothing is left to add to the discussion of Question 1 
and a brief silence occurs in Turn 10. 
 
Arush reiterates the next point on the agenda in Turn 11 and this is followed by another 
brief silence in Turn 12 where group members refer to the handouts to remind themselves 
of what the second question is. Jovan and Hai even make this process – which usually occurs 
internally – visible in the data by reading the question softly to themselves in Turn 13 and 
14. This is immediately followed by Callum listing one of the problems corruption has 
caused for ZHL’s operations and the discussion around Question 2 is continued from there. 
 
The first two examples deal with silences that occur frequently in conversation and are 
repaired without posing a threat to the productive progression of a conversation. This is in 
stark contrast to the type of silences that will presented in Excerpt 13 – 16. 
 
Excerpt 9 and Excerpt 10 below are examples of silences that follow novel or unfamiliar 
ideas or new information being presented to a group. The data repeatedly illustrated that 
when this occurred, especially when the information presented was interpreted as 
incompatible with the group’s current understanding of the issue under discussion, the 
group members needed time to process and formulate their responses.  
 
Excerpt 9: Everest Group 1 
1 Adrian yeah but (.) then: again (.) you don't really have 
control over the situation (0.4) uhm you're not 
stopping. you're not gonna die from exhaustion 
from walking to the pool. I'm tired. I'm leaving. (0.3) 
like (0.3) you could easily go and help him but he:: 
you can't help and uh:: (0.5) they say ((gestures to 
instructions) rescue attempt is impossible. 
2 
 
(1.3) 
3 James they cou::ld no it's not impossible they said that= 
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4 Adrian =it said he::re ((pointing to the instructions)) "rescue 
attempt is impossible as helicopters cannot reach 
you (0.5) at 18,000 feet." ((reading from the 
instructions)) but a:- yes.  but nobody has survived it 
(.) overnight on the mountain. 
5  (2.0) 
6 Thea °it’s not possible° 
 
After a robust backwards and forwards discussion on whether to stay on the mountain and 
die with fellow climbers or proceed down the mountain to save one’s own life Adrian points 
out a seemingly overlooked piece of information from the case study in Turn 1. Up to this 
point the group has debated the merits of proceeding down the mountain as it could lead to 
a rescue attempt for the stranded climbers but Adrian points out that this would not be the 
case according to the case study notes and the instructions. With the preceding two 
minutes of discussion now invalid the group retreats into a brief silence in Turn 2 to re-
evaluate their positions.  
 
James’ response is to counter what Adrian has quoted from the case study. His 
disagreement in Turn 3 indicates that the silence present at Turn 2 is a negative assessment 
by the group of Adrian’s contribution in Turn 1 (Wasson, 2016). Adrian promptly interrupts 
and physically points to the part of the case study (Turn 4) where it states that a rescue 
attempt is impossible and therefore not a valid point for discussion.  He attempts to firmly 
establish this as a fact according to the case study by emphasising the words “cannot” and 
“nobody” and the group once again falls into a brief silence at Turn 5. Thea makes her 
thought process visible in Turn 6 when she softly mutters the new information to herself in 
the process of formulating a new standpoint. 
 
The fourth example below illustrates a group’s struggle in defining and agreeing on the 
theoretical concepts related to the ZHL case study.  
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Excerpt 10: ZHL Group 3 
1 Bo I th- (.) they use the different words. I think the 
<consequentialist> is the: (.hhh) <deontology> in 
the °video°. do you think (.)°Liu° 
2 
 
(1.7) 
3 Liu no I think u- utilitarian (.) probably means (.) you 
just do it don't care (0.3) ethical things. (.) you just 
think it's (.) has some benefit for you (.) just do it (.) 
but- (.)°consequentialist° (0.6) ((looks up at the 
ceiling)) °can't think° 
4  (0.5) 
5 Yu-Rui uh:: I have a- is this mean that uh no mat- uh no 
matter what happened in the process uh: (.) uh just 
uh focus on the good consequent. (0.3) the 
consequent- °ialism° 
 
In this excerpt it can be observed that the students’ command of the vocabulary specific to 
ethical concepts forms a barrier to their discussion. In Turn 1 Bo points out her perceived 
inconsistency of terms used for ethical concepts in the video the students were expected to 
watch before the tutorial and the terms used in the instructions. Her uncertainty and 
confusion are evident from her hedging her turn with “I think” and the way she pronounces 
the concepts very slowly. She also ends her turn by asking one of the other group members 
for confirmation or clarification. 
 
The silence that follows in Turn 2 is indicative of the fact that the information she presented 
is also not clear to the rest of the group as they made no effort to take a turn to provide 
clarification or at least not to Liu who she nominated to take the next turn. The other group 
members maintain eye contact and even lean forward during this brief silence which 
indicates that they are involved and invested in resolving the confusion. This together with 
the short duration of the silence proves that the silence is a functional silence and the group 
is still invested in progressing the discussion. 
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After gathering his thoughts Liu attempts to correct Bo (Turn 3). His understanding differs 
from Bo’s interpretation and he – correctly, albeit with very basic language – defines 
utilitarian ethics in terms of its focus on the benefit it yields to individuals while not abiding 
by a set of ethical laws or rules. Having disagreement follow a silence can be interpreted as 
a mitigated negative assessment of Bo’s attempt to explain the ethical concept. At this point 
he also falls victim to the confusion caused by the use of related but slightly different terms 
when he tries to further define consequentialist ethics. Another brief silence follows at Turn 
4 but Yu-Rui joins in the attempt to clarify the concepts at Turn 5. Once again, her 
uncertainty becomes apparent from the frequent use of “uh” and the reduced volume at 
the end of her turn.  
 
Although the group is clearly having trouble with separating the different concepts they 
remain committed to the conversation and finding a resolution for their confusion. The 
short duration of the silences and the repeated attempts to solve their issues of 
understanding puts these silences in the category of functional silences. A silence of 1.7 
seconds (Turn 2) could be seen as a prolonged silence in a social scenario, for example when 
someone is presented with an invitation. However, in the context of having to answer a 
rather complex question around ethical concepts it is feasible that the silence is used for 
reflection and not avoidance.  The body language of the group members also indicates 
ongoing engagement with all the group members maintaining eye contact with the speaker 
and even physically moving closer to the middle of the table. 
 
In the following two examples the function of the silence is to create a space between joking 
or distraction and the discussion. The data has produced many examples where silence not 
only is part of a productive conversation, but can be used to redirect unproductive phases of 
the discussion back to productivity. 
 
Excerpt 11 is taken from one of the group discussions on whether the ambulance company 
ZHL should pay a bribe to the Indian government in order to keep operating or remain 
steadfast in their decision not to engage in bribery and in doing so risk shutting down their 
operations. Rusha has repeatedly tried to make a joke about how “grandmas” will perish if 
the company no longer provides their services. The first turn of the excerpt is Rusha’s 
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response to a rather comprehensive business analysis done by Jovan proving that her faux 
emotional and humorous argument does not pass the test of a business analysis. Yet, she 
does not abandon the line of joking and distraction. 
 
Excerpt 11: ZHL Group 1 
1 Rusha °what about the poor grandma° ((addressing 
Jovan only)) 
2 Arush [((laughs))] 
3 Hai [((laughs))] 
4 Callum [((laughs))] [that's how every] argument with this 
comes down to the grandma 
5 Jovan                      [so it's it's about-] ((makes weighing 
motion with his hands)) ((adjusting his seat)) but 
(.) in the end (.) it's your company you gotta take 
care of your employees. first. 
6 Rusha ((laughs)) I KNOW ((addressing Callum only)) 
7 
 
(1.3) 
8 Arush Just (.) ((pointing to Rusha)) uhm referring to that 
grandma: (.) example (.) look. if I- if I- if we keep 
on you know uh:: supporting the national 
grandmothers ((makes waving motion with his 
hands)) >sorry for the term< but like (.) like ALL 
the- yeah. all the grandmothers from my pocket 
(.) what happens when my grandmother actually 
has a heart attack and I don't have money to take 
take care of her so that's not a reasonable 
solution. 
 
Arush, Hai and Callum allow the line of joking to continue by responding with laughter in 
Turn 2 to 4. Turn 5 sees Jovan struggling to bring the discussion back to the business at 
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hand. He tries to communicate that a business needs to weigh up their options and that not 
paying employees while continuing to provide a service is not a sustainable option.  
In Turn 6 Rusha once again ignores Jovan’s attempt to guide the conversation back to a 
productive discussion and rather responds to Callum’s joke that they will make all decisions 
based on her “grandma” criterium. Her exclamation of a loud and theatrical “I know” seem 
to be as much leeway as the group is willing to grant her and a brief silence follows where 
no one laughs or responds to her. The silence only lasts for 1.3 seconds but the absence of 
laughter of crosstalk is in such stark contrast to the preceding turns that it is very effective in 
signalling an end to the repeated joking. 
 
Arush redirects the conversation back to the decision-making process in Turn 8. He does so 
by incorporating the running joke but making a strong and reasoned argument for why 
Rusha’s emotional view would ultimately be counter-productive and ineffective. Although 
not overtly stated, he supports Jovan’s argument in Turn 5 by arguing for the 
unsustainability of working without being paid. His argument is made more powerful by the 
fact that he uses first person pronouns to cast himself in the position of an employee not 
being paid (“from my pocket” and “I don’t have money”). The silence together with Arush’s 
repair in the form of a counter-argument succeeds in setting the discussion back on track 
and the “grandma” joke did not reoccur. 
 
The joking – or attempt at joking – in the next example is different from the example above 
as it occurs in an isolated turn. The group is also discussing the ZHL case study and is 
exploring the possibility of exposing the corruption in the media to gain public support and 
avoid having to pay the bribe.  
 
Excerpt 12: ZHL Group 2 
1 Rui ye:s I think it is similar with China in our society 
it's also like this if nobody against the 
government (.) well really nobody in the- (.) a:ll 
country but if one person comes to against the 
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side then maybe the me- social medias or some 
other sides (.) will focus on this problem 
2 Zerong RELAX the go- the government will control >the 
media.< ((laughs)) 
3 
 
(1.6) 
4 Rui I think the government control the media to: 
some extent. 
5 Zerong yeah. ((nods)) 
 
The first turn shows Rui continuing a line of discussion around ways to combat corruption. 
She is drawing similarities between corruption in China and India and making a case for the 
need to expose corrupt business practices. Zerong responds to her with a loud “relax” that 
can be seen to startle the rest of the group. He follows it up with a joke about how the 
government will thwart attempts to expose their corruption in the media as the media is 
controlled by the government, according to him. He laughs rather loudly at his own joke 
even though no one else joins in. 
 
The silence that follows serves a dual function. Firstly, it communicates to Zerong the rest of 
the group’s unwillingness to depart from their established and productive line of discussion. 
Secondly, by not verbally dismissing his joke they allow him to save face and reintegrate into 
the discussion.  
 
Rui even acknowledges his contribution in Turn 4 and she responds as if he made a serious 
argument by conceding that the media might not be completely independent from the 
government. She communicates her disagreement by emphasising the word “some” to 
signal that the media might not be completely unbiased but that it remains an avenue of 
exposing corruption. Zerong takes the opportunity to return to the discussion by 
acknowledging her statement (Turn 5) and the group continues to brainstorm how the 
media can be utilised in fighting corruption. 
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5.2 Examples of dysfunctional silence 
 
Having established the qualities of functional silences observed in the data, the focus now 
shifts to illustrating the nature of dysfunctional silences. The first example is taken from a 
group discussing the Everest case study and the excerpt is taken from the early stages of the 
discussion.  The excerpt below shows students presenting mini-monologues they prepared 
using the online material made available to them before the tutorial. 
 
Excerpt 13: Everest Group 2 
1 Hong yeah I think (0.4) so we don't know what is his uhm 
his ethical logics (0.3) because he think his actually 
was correct so he (.) is consistent to uh compare 
with his values (.) but but as I mentioned (0.2) he is 
not acting ethically to his mind because his 
action actually was not ethical to his mind (0.3) so 
we cannot say his (.) his his object value is uhm and 
I think here if he was <agree> he (0.4) go (hhh) 
down the- went down to the mountain probably 
for something want to be °rescue°. 
2 
 
(2.0)  
((no eye contact amongst group members)) 
3 Yang Uh: I think he uh: he is right. because uh: (0.2) his 
uh: team his team uh members is in uh:: the 
company. if you leave uh: just uh go down and just 
leave team members and uh maybe the team 
members has- have a family and if he uh: (0.4) it's 
very difficult to decide what to do he as a leader he 
must need to care about his people so he must be 
uh to uh:: to conscience of every sin- every 
member's life and accept. I think he stay in the 
mountain it's °right°. 
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4 
 
(1.5)  
((no eye contact amongst group members)) 
 
In Turn 1 Hong presents a 45-second summary of her understanding of the case study. 
English is not her first language and despite preparing her contribution before the tutorial 
her presentation still lacks in fluency. She pauses often and repeats herself. She does 
manage to incorporate some of the ethical concepts related to the case study. She attempts 
to discuss the concept of deontological ethics and living by a set of ethical norms by 
referring to “values” and acting “ethical to his mind”.  
 
Because she fails to name or define any concepts, she does not provide the vocabulary for 
the rest of the group to respond with questions. The group’s response to Hong is silence and 
the avoidance of eye contact. No attempt is made to clarify anything that might have been 
ambiguous or alternatively to label some of the concepts she described with the correct 
terminology. It is possible that a lack of English vocabulary and her pronunciation is the 
barrier here and that the other group members simply were not able to follow what was 
being said. 
 
Had the silence been followed by some questions to Hong, an elaboration of her assessment 
of the situation or a counter-argument it may have been labelled a functional silence as it 
would have indicated that the silence was utilised for reflection and formulating a response 
rather than an avoidance tactic. However, in Turn 3 Yang starts a 45-second monologue of 
his own. Before focussing on the detail of what he says it is worth mentioning that he sits to 
the right of Hong and that this pattern of speaking after the person to one’s left completed 
their turn dominated the first third of the discussion. 
 
Yang opens his turn by saying in his opinion “he is right”. The use of the third person 
pronoun might give the impression that the group has established who “he” is when in fact 
this is not the case. Later in the turn it becomes evident that Yang is referring to the 
“leader” of the group but he does not make this clear at the start. It could also be 
interpreted as Yang referring to the same “he” as Hong did in her turn but the fact that he 
reads most of his monologue from a piece of paper proves that it has been prepared before 
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he knew what Hong was going to say and is therefore not a response to her. This 
observation is further supported by the fact that Yang is of the opinion that the leader 
should stay on the mountain with his team mates which contradicts Hong’s opinion that he 
should proceed down the mountain to organise a rescue attempt. 
 
In the silence that follows there is again the notable absence of eye contact as well as any 
attempt to challenge the logic of Yang’s contribution. He claims that the leader should stay 
with his team mates because they might have families. Would it not then make more sense 
to stay alive and make sure the families are taken care of? How is his respect for “every 
member’s life” reflected in him sacrificing himself? These questions remain unasked for the 
duration of the discussion. In fact, the opening monologues by all six of the group members 
are never referred to again in the entire rest of the discussion. 
 
After the silence in Turn 4 the person to Yang’s right proceeds to deliver their unconnected 
monologue. Webb refers to this phenomenon where group members do not acknowledge 
contributions made by others as “skip connecting” (2013, p. 79). Combined with the 
avoidance of eye contact this serves as an indicator for a lack of coordination in a 
conversation (Barron, 2003). There is no evidence that the silences are utilised to phrase 
responses and they appear to simply be markers of the end of one monologue and the 
beginning of the next. 
 
Another indicator of silence being dysfunctional is when it occurs where there is no 
progression of the conversation. A lack of progression is evident when ideas are repeated 
without being elaborated on as can be seen in Excerpt 14 below.  
 
Excerpt 14: ZHL Group 3 
1 Bo yeah the the third question is to consequence but 
is to yeah >said and define< the consequences and 
the fourth one is to make a decision 
2 Liu °said the consequence° 
3 Daiyu hm-mm 
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4 
 
(4.2) 
5 Daiyu do not do that 
6 
 
(1.2) 
7 Yu-Rui yeah ((smiles at Daiyu)) 
8 Liu we shouldn't do it 
9 Daiyu I think we ignore uh quite an important concept 
which is C:-CSV 
10 
 
(1.2) 
11 Liu °yes° 
12 Bo yeah the company is a (.) <CSV> company 
13 Daiyu yeah. CSV company 
14 
 
(1.1) 
15 Yu-Rui yeah. 
 
The excerpt starts where the group has been trying to list some of the consequences of ZHL 
paying the bribe required by the government compared to the consequences of them not 
paying the bribe. They have only managed to repeat information from the case study and in 
Turn 1 Bo attempts to stimulate the conversation by repeating the question and placing it in 
context by also foreshadowing the next question. 
 
In Turn 2 and 3 Liu and Daiyu acknowledge her attempt at facilitating further discussion by 
respectively repeating some of her words and non-verbally with a “hm-mm” indicating that 
they heard and understood what is expected. However, no one in the group offers any 
suggestions on possible consequences and a noticeable and uncomfortable silence follows.  
 
Daiyu then bypasses the question on consequences and offers a suggestion on the decision 
the group should ultimately make when she says “do not do that” (do not pay the bribe) in 
Turn 5. Another silence follows and instead of being followed up with questions to Daiyu on 
her position, Yu-Rui agrees with a monosyllabic contribution. Liu also expresses support for 
the suggestion when he says “we shouldn’t do it” in Turn 8. Both Turn 7 and Turn 8 can be 
classified as merely breaking the silence that occurred in Turn 6 as there is no elaboration 
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on the proposal, no justification for the proposal and most notably no challenge or request 
for support for the proposal. 
 
Abandoning the line of conversation around consequences, Daiyu then introduces a 
potentially rich avenue for discussion when she mentions the concept of creating shared 
value (CSV) in Turn 9. This is met by another silence and the pattern we saw in Turn 1 to 3 
repeats itself here where group members offer acknowledgement of her contribution in 
Turn 11 to 13 but no discussion or analysis takes place.  
 
Returning to the same group’s conversation a couple of minutes later Bo now tries to steer 
the discussion in the direction of the ethical concepts presented to students via the online 
exercise. The group has significant difficulties with clarifying the concepts in English and falls 
into the same pattern observed in Excerpt 14. 
 
Excerpt 15: ZHL Group 3 
1 Bo but I think (.) there ares- there is no need to use 
the same (.) this. thing. the- the same 
methodology and to ask- ask us to discuss which 
one is [°better°] (.) ((puts her hands opposite each 
other to indicate two different ideas)) they must 
be different so I think one is (.) the::  moti- yeah. 
<morality> (.) [°motivated°] and one is 
°consequence°. (.) °let's just discuss on this° 
2 Daiyu            [yeah.] 
3 Daiyu                           [<morality>] 
4 Yu-Rui yeah 
5 Liu ((nods)) 
6 Daiyu OK. ((nods once)) 
7 Yu-Rui °yeah° 
8 Daiyu hmm 
9 
 
(2.2) 
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10 Bo so:: has the company's response so far been 
more::  (hhh) which one [((laughs))] 
11 Yu-Rui                                                 [((laughs))] <motarility> 
12 Daiyu                                                 [((laughs))] 
13 Daiyu yah. ((nods once)) 
14 
 
(1.4) 
15 Bo yah <I think so.> 
16 Daiyu °motarily° 
17 
 
(3.9) 
18 Daiyu °OK::° 
19 
 
(3.6) 
 
Bo attempts to clarify the difference between deontological ethics and consequentialism 
and prompts the group to “discuss on this”. Turn 2 through to 8 consist of verbal and non-
verbal acknowledgements of Bo’s facilitation move but none of the group members build on 
her clarification or admit that they might not have clarity on the differences between the 
two concepts and the group falls into silence at Turn 9.  
 
Bo perseveres and rephrases the question in Turn 10 in an attempt the repair the silence 
and bring the group back to the discussion. It becomes clear that she herself does not feel 
confident in her understanding of the concepts and instead of naming the two different 
concepts she simply asks “which one” and laughs at her own avoidance of trying to 
pronounce the words. Yu-Rui joins in the laughter and claims that the company’s response 
was more morality-based. Note, though, that she mispronounces the word (Turn 11) and 
Daiyu also joins in the laughter about the joined struggle with the pronunciation of the 
terms before agreeing with Yu-Rui’s assessment (Turn 13). Daiyu can be seen as an active 
listener but does not take up the opportunity to progress the discussion. 
 
Silences at Turns 14, 17 and 19 are only interspersed with a move by Bo to acknowledge Yu-
Rui’s answer from Turn 11 and Daiyu muttering to herself to find the correct pronunciation 
of the word “morality”. 
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The last excerpt in this chapter illustrates how dysfunctional silences can lead to a 
breakdown in the conversation if not repaired either by tutor intervention or students 
making facilitation moves. The excerpt starts where the group has been making attempts to 
discuss the Everest case study for almost three minutes and have not succeeded in 
establishing a conversation with any kind of continuity. 
 
Excerpt 16: Everest Group 3 
1 Li ((mutters indiscernibly to Ju-Yi)) 
2 
 
(7.8)  
((group members looking at what Ju-Yi is writing)) 
3 Cuifen also uhm (.) you can (indiscernible) that you can 
come with each other (0.4) to help (.) each other to 
survive. to keep the other alive 
4 
 
(4.7)  
((group members look at each other and then break 
eye contact. Ju-Yi looks at Cuifen and then 
continues writing)) 
5 Mei do you know if they're coming for me 
6 
 
(1.1) 
7 Cuifen so:: and it is very cold so you take your chances to 
°climb down° 
8 
 
(20.0)  
((group members look at what Ju-Yi is writing)) 
9 Mei we will die. 
 
The excerpt is preceded and followed by the same pattern observable in the twelve turns 
shown here. Ju-Yi has taken it upon himself to write down notes on behalf of the group and 
the rest of the group is avoiding eye contact by looking at what he is writing (Turn 2 and 
Turn 10). The content of the notes, however, remains unclear for the entire discussion as it 
is never overtly referred to and the amount of writing seem to far exceed the amount of 
conversation. This will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. 
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In Turn 3 Cuifen suggests that the team members should “come with each other” by which 
she presumably means the team leader should not leave his team members on the 
mountain to perish but should take them down with him. Her suggestion is problematic for 
a couple of reasons. Firstly, she opens with “also” which creates the impression that she is 
referring to a previous turn by either herself or someone else when this is not the case. Her 
suggestion, furthermore, is in direct contradiction of the instructions of the case study 
where it is made clear that the only available options are to stay and perish or abandon 
one’s team mates for the possibility of survival. Combined with the fact that her voice is not 
very audible it can only be surmised that the group either had significant difficulty in making 
sense of the suggestion or that they do not want to correct her incorrect assumption that 
the solution is as simple as taking all members of the team down the mountain. A silence of 
almost five seconds follow (Turn 4). 
 
Mei breaks the silence with a question in Turn 5 that is, similar to Cuifen’s suggestion, 
difficult to interpret. Firstly, it does not logically flow from Cuifen’s turn and secondly, it is 
unclear whether he places himself as a possible survivor or one of the team members 
destined to perish when he asks if someone is coming to rescue “me”. Instead of answering 
the question or asking Mei to clarify the group lapses into a brief silence (Turn 6) before 
Cuifen makes yet another unconnected and confusing statement in Turn 7. She is possibly 
building on her suggestion made in Turn 3 that everyone should proceed down the 
mountain to safety which disregards the very core of the decision-making task. 
 
The silence that follows sees the group completely disengage from the discussion. No eye 
contact is made and some group members physically turn their bodies away from the group 
to observe what the other groups in the tutorial are doing. An attempt at repair here could 
have been made by a group member referring the group back to the facts and instructions 
related to the case study or if someone invited the group to respond to Cuifen’s turn. 
Instead Mei tries to infuse some humour into the situation by making what is probably an 
accurate observation that as a group they would die on the mountain based on their 
demonstrated ability to brainstorm solutions (Turn 9). 
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5.3 Insights into silence 
 
When performing CA on the video-recorded group discussions the way silence occurred in 
different configurations emerged as an important point of difference between groups who 
had more and less productive conversations. The distinction is not a simple one because 
silence does not always equal a lack of learning gains and cannot automatically be 
interpreted as a lack of mental engagement (Jin, 2014; Remedios et al., 2008). In the same 
way, ongoing and uninterrupted conversation does not necessarily mean that deep learning 
is occurring. CA becomes a very valuable tool to understand the nuances of silences and the 
way different types of silences influence the conversation. 
 
As such I have identified and focussed on two broad categories from the data: functional 
and dysfunctional silence. Where functional silence – when seen as a speech act – furthers 
the conversation and provides opportunities for reflection, reorientation to the topic and 
repair. Dysfunctional silence on the other hand, proved to be an avoidance tactic or the 
absence of communication skills, and more specifically argumentation skills, to respond in 
constructive ways to previous turns (Jordan & Daniel, 2010). 
 
All silences are not created equally. Or rather put in the vocabulary of collaborative learning: 
all silences are not constructed equally. Silence is not to be written off as a negative 
occurrence for collaboration. It could be argued that more functional silence would serve a 
discussion better than off-topic talk, although an example of this is not present in my data 
set to confirm the hypothesis. 
 
Having said this, when the aim of a learning activity is to develop and evaluate students’ 
argumentative and communicative competencies extended periods of silence can pose a 
problem for both formative and summative assessment. Lower participation rates during a 
certain period of time equals fewer opportunities to demonstrate communication skills 
(Remedios et al., 2008) and it is of course not possible to evaluate a student’s verbal 
communication skills when they do not speak.  
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In my data set the functional silences in higher performing groups tended to be shorter in 
duration and less frequent throughout the discussion than dysfunctional silence. Looking at 
Excerpt 8, Excerpt 9, Excerpt 10, Excerpt 11 and Excerpt 12, none of the silences lasted more 
than a couple of seconds and there is maximum one reoccurrence of silence within the 
following three or four turns after a functional silence occurs. Excerpt 7 that illustrates the 
orientation phase of the conversation where students read notes instead of making eye 
contact and taking up turns is an expected exception to this phenomenon (Sawyer, 2013).  
 
The silences observed in Excerpt 9 to 12 are examples of functional silences that serve a 
further communicative function of making a negative assessment of the previous turn 
(Wasson, 2016, p. 388). There is a high level of connections between the turns preceding 
and following the silences. The silences can therefore be interpreted firstly as a hesitation to 
disagree and an attempt to mitigate a negative response. Secondly, as counterarguments 
require more justification and explanation the silences provide the speaker of the turn 
following the silence an opportunity to formulate their disagreement. 
 
In contrast dysfunctional silences last longer on average and tend to appear in clusters. 
Excerpt 16 is an example of dysfunctional silences leading to a communication breakdown 
where group members disengage for repeated and extended periods of time. Excerpt 14 
and Excerpt 15 illustrate how dysfunctional silences tend to reoccur in conversations where 
there is a lack of progression and the absence of successful repair or redirection of the 
conversation. While Excerpt 13 proves that dysfunctional silences, when present after each 
turn, can signal a lack of coordination and connectedness between turns (Webb, 2013). 
 
The factors mentioned above are valuable indicators as to whether silence is functional or 
dysfunctional in any given situation. However, the main distinction is a more qualitative one 
and perhaps intuitively understood by experienced tutors and teachers. At a first viewing of 
the silences in the video recordings functional silences appeared more natural and less 
awkward than dysfunctional silences. The reason for this is that there is a notable absence 
of an expected speech act in a dysfunctional silence while this is not the case for a 
functional silence (Kurzon, 2007; Schegloff, 2007, p. 20).  
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In other words, a functional silence either serves the function of a speech act or is followed 
by the expected act. For example, in Excerpt 8 when Arush prompts the group to move on 
the next agenda item (Turn 11) it is followed by a silence of 1.5 seconds. Without looking at 
the excerpt, most people familiar with this type of conversation would predict that the next 
turn would be some form of verbalisation of what the next agenda item entails. This is 
exactly what happens in Turn 13 when Jovan reads the question from the case study notes. 
 
The same applies in Excerpt 12 when Zerong makes a rather forceful attempt at humour in 
the form of a criticism of Rui’s point at Turn 2. Expected responses to such a criticism could 
include an explanation of one’s point of view or conceding that the other person makes a 
valid point or a combination of both. Again, this is what occurs in Turn 4 after a brief silence 
when Rui concedes that Zerong’s point might be partly valid and the conversation resumes 
from there. 
 
Compare the above examples to Excerpt 15 when Daiyu provides a rather muted single 
word answer (Turn 16) to Bo’s question about whether the company acted more in line with 
morality ethics or consequentialist ethics (Turn 10). It could reasonably be expected that 
someone would ask for some elaboration or a justification for the answer or even challenge 
the answer with their own insights. However, after a silence of almost four seconds none of 
these conversational moves occur and in the absence of a response of this kind Daiyu fills 
the silence with a quiet and uncertain “OK” in Turn 18 whereupon another silence follows. 
  
When Cuifen makes a proposal in Turn 7 of Excerpt 16 it is met with a silence of 20 seconds. 
There is a long list of possible responses that are conspicuous in their absence. None of the 
group members asks her to explain her stance or supports her proposal. There is no 
counter-proposal, no deeper delve into the consequences of the proposed decision, and no 
linking the proposal to any of the learning resources. 
 
In summary, silences in conversation and especially in a collaborative learning setting can be 
functional and even employed as useful communication tools. In fact, in groups with a wide 
range of abilities silences can possibly address some of this inequality and provide 
opportunities for students of lower ability to draw level with their more competent peers 
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(Abrahamson & Wilensky, 2005). The condition being that a silence does not replace an 
expository or facilitative speech act. When a silence occupies the space where a speech act 
is expected and required to further the conversation it can be viewed as dysfunctional and 
interfering with the progress of the conversation and ultimately the learning opportunities 
afforded by the conversation. 
 
Despite the groups’ failure to progress the conversation, Excerpt 14 and Excerpt 15 contain 
multiple examples of verbal and non-verbal acknowledgements that indicate active 
listening. Employing collaborative moves to avoid a material involvement in the discussion 
will be addressed in the next chapter on how students positioned themselves in the group 
discussions. 
 
The aim of this chapter was to illustrate and explain two broad categories of silences that 
occurred in the group discussions on ethics case studies. The implications and applications 
of an increased understanding of the difference between functional and dysfunctional 
silences will be discussed in a later chapter. Suffice to say for the moment, that this 
distinction is an important one when it comes to training tutors for facilitating and guiding 
group discussions and for assessing these discussions. Intervening when groups are 
experiencing functional silences can do more harm than good and failing to provide 
guidance when dysfunctional silences frequently occur can lead to a communication 
breakdown in the group (Schwarz & Baker, 2017). The focus of the next chapter is on the 
conversational strategies, silence being one of them, students employ to position 
themselves in the discussions. 
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Chapter 6: Findings on positioning 
 
In the third and final chapter on the findings of this study the focus is on the positions that 
students adopt through their chosen conversational moves and how the rest of the group 
accepts or rejects this process of positioning (Hirvonen, 2013). While analysing the data and 
delving deeper into how issue framing and silence influenced the group discussions, 
positioning analysis – a framework used mostly in narrative enquiry (Bamberg, 1997, 2000; 
Deppermann, 2013) – emerged as an appropriate tool for making sense of the way students 
adopt certain positions in the discussion and the way the conversation is shaped as a result 
of this process of positioning. 
 
Positioning analysis is an adaptation of positioning theory (Harré et al., 2009; Harré & Van 
Langenhove, 1999) that has been developed for use in conjunction with CA as a means to 
study identity construction in situ (Day & Kjaerbeck, 2013; Korobov, 2001). In contrast to 
positioning theory, positioning analysis does not go beyond the boundaries of the 
conversation in seeking explanations for participants’ acts of positioning. It is only 
concerned with the local context and the immediate effects of certain positions on the 
conversation. In the context of this project positioning analysis is applied to investigate how 
certain positions hinder or facilitate the construction and uptake of learning opportunities.  
 
I believe that when considered in addition to the insights gained on issue framing and 
silence, an understanding of this process of positioning can provide valuable and tangible 
guidelines for learning design and tutor training around facilitating case study learning in 
business. The focus in this chapter is illustrating through the use of examples how I tested 
my final hypothesis that students adopt different positions in a group discussion and certain 
positions are associated with increased opportunities for critical thinking and co-
constructive learning while other positions obstruct learning opportunities. 
  
The positions referred to in this chapter have been slightly adapted from Barnes’ paper 
(2004, p. 6) and will be briefly defined in terms of the present study before presenting the 
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example(s) for each. The use of CA would enable the researcher to identify and describe a 
great number of positions using a very fine-grained classification system. The positions 
focussed on here are selected because of their widespread presence in the data and due to 
the fact that knowledge of a smaller number of discreet positions increases the practical 
application of such a knowledge. 
 
The chapter concludes with a discussion on the insights specific to the findings related to 
positioning illustrated below.  
 
6.1 Collaborator 
 
Collaborators are group members who at any given time participate in the discussion in a 
supportive manner, often displaying active listening signals and acknowledgement (verbal 
or non-verbal) of others’ contributions. Collaborators do not redirect the conversation, 
although acts of collaboration can be seen as support for an ongoing line of conversation 
and in that way can progress an existing line of discussion. Their turns are mostly brief, 
containing only one or a few words or a non-verbal cue. The example below is from Group 1 
discussing the ZHL case study and more specifically defining some of the concepts related to 
the case study. The example contains various instances of students assuming the supportive 
position of Collaborator. 
 
Excerpt 17: ZHL Group 1 
1 Jovan uhm do you wanna start on what bribery is like- 
((reaches with upturned open palms to other 
group members to invite them into the 
conversation)) 
2 Hai ((lifts up upturned palm as if to enter into the circle 
and start speaking)) 
3 
 
(1.1) 
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4 Callum yeah well it's like paying paying money to get an 
advantage. 
5 Hai yeah:: 
6 Jovan yeah. true. 
7 Arush hmmm 
8 
 
(0.4) 
9 Rusha it's cheating the system. 
10 Jovan °cheating the system° 
11 Rusha °definitely° it's a form of cheating 
12 Hai yeah probably ((nods)) 
13 Jovan yep.  
14 Arush sometimes the system forces you to cheat itself 
uhm: (.) that that's where the problem arise eh 
 
After Jovan poses the question to the group, Callum responds by offering a basic definition 
of bribery in Turn 4. The next three turns all show group members taking up the position of 
Collaborator with Hai (Turn 5) and Jovan (Turn 6) verbally agreeing with Callum while Arush 
(Turn 7) acknowledges Callum’s offered definition even though it is not clear whether he 
agrees or not. This form of acknowledgement appears frequently across most of the groups 
and differs from agreement to the extent that it allows the Collaborator to be involved with 
what the speaker is saying whilst still reserving the right to disagree later.  
 
The pattern observed in Turn 4 to Turn 7 repeats itself from Turn 9 to 13 with a different 
speaker providing the initial input. In Turn 9 Rusha delivers her view on bribery. Her 
contribution is different from Callum’s (Turn 4) in the sense that it includes a value 
judgment on bribery evident from her use of the term “cheating” compared to Callum’s 
factual and neutral description of bribery. Jovan acknowledges her view by softly repeating 
her exact words, not necessarily in agreement but in an effort to process the information 
presented and to signal involvement in the discussion (Turn 10). Rusha repeats her point in 
Turn 11 but attempts to soften the unqualified and unsupported statement of her previous 
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turn by stressing that it is “form of cheating” compared to calling it outright cheating as she 
did before. 
 
Hai acts as a Collaborator by giving conditional agreement in Turn 12 with her use of “yeah 
probably” and Jovan seemingly agrees with a “yep” in Turn 13. However, in the context of 
his stance on bribery in the rest of the conversation it is more likely that he is agreeing with 
either Rusha’s moderated definition in Turn 11 or even more likely that he is echoing the 
tentative nature of Hai’s agreement in Turn 12. Arush takes the next turn and adds another 
dimension to the discussion by referring to the way a system can incentivise bribery and the 
conversation steadily progresses to deeper levels of analysis from there.  
 
The position of Collaborator in this excerpt functions optimally and progresses the 
conversation. The turns supported by Collaborators (Turn 4, 9 and 14) progressively adds 
depth and new information or points of view to the discussion. A good balance between 
expository moves and peripheral conversational moves – such as agreement or 
acknowledgement – that are relatively content-poor is evident in Excerpt 17. (For a full 
classification of conversational moves see the Table 2 in the chapter on Methods and Data 
Analysis.)  The next excerpt presents an example where an imbalance between expository 
moves and peripheral conversational moves exists. 
 
Excerpt 18: ZHL Group 3 
1 Yu-Rui but uh but the company also have their their own 
ethical uh method they do not also do the: uh bribe. (.) I 
think uh not all the companies that in India [will bribe=] 
2 Bo                                                                               [hmm yeah 
((nods))] 
3 Liu                                                                               [((nods))] 
4 Yu-Rui =I think uh in the long term uhm as more companies 
move in India and uh more international companies uh 
have their ethical standard I think uh uh:: they will uh 
improve the situation of corruption in the India. 
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5 Liu ((nods)) 
6 Bo °hmm° ((nods)) 
7 Daiyu ((nods)) 
8 
 
(1.2) 
9 Liu maybe some local companies (.) do the bribe 
10 Yu-Rui yeah. 
11 Bo yeah ((nods)) local companies will do the bribe 
12 Liu local companies small companies 
 
In Turn 1 and continued in Turn 4 Yu-Rui presents an argument for how the problem of 
corruption in India could be improved by the influx of international companies who set a 
new standard for doing business. This is a rich contribution that could be viewed from 
multiple perspectives, yet the group only manages to respond with support in the form of 
verbal (Turn 2 and 6) and non-verbal (Turn 3, 5 and 7) acknowledgement. This is an example 
of an instance where replacing a peripheral speech act (acknowledgement) with an 
exploratory speech act (questioning) would create a learning opportunity. Although 
acknowledgement is creating a collaborative atmosphere in the group it does not progress 
the discussion to a level where critical thinking can occur. 
 
After a brief silence in Turn 8, Liu attempts what appears to be an ill-structured counter-
argument to Yu-Rui’s argument by saying that local companies, as opposed to international 
companies, will still take part in bribery and the assumption is that therefore, the underlying 
problem will not be solved. His viewpoint can only be inferred from his stress on the word 
“local” and it becomes evident that the rest of the group is struggling to make the 
connection between Liu’s turn and Yu-Rui’s argument made in Turn 1 and 4. Instead of 
asking for clarification or elaboration from Liu, Yu-Rui and Bo take up the position of 
Collaborators and acknowledge his turn. Liu attempts to clarify his argument in Turn 12 by 
elaborating on the type of company that would still pay bribes but the potentially rich 
argument is not further discussed and the group moves on to a different topic.  
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Collaborative moves in this example replace expository moves such as questions, challenges 
or counter-arguments. Therefore, the progress of the conversation in terms of analysis and 
framing the issues is, in this instance, not supported by these conversational moves. 
 
6.2 Expert 
 
An Expert contributes to the discussion through making authorative statements about the 
material or concepts related to the material. Experts often acts as quasi-tutors and mimic 
teaching behaviours when there were questions or uncertainty about specifics of the case 
studies (Gillies, 2004). Categorising a group member as an Expert did not consider the 
accuracy or validity of the person’s claims but rather the intention of their conversational 
moves as the next example will illustrate. In Excerpt 3 below the position of Expert is vied 
for by more than one group member and granted to some but not others (Hirvonen, 2016). 
 
Excerpt 19: Everest Group 1 
1 Kevin O-On on the: online activity (1.0) it was (.) 
utilitarianism and categorical ethics or categorial:: 
 (1.0) do you remember what the name was 
2 Adrian ((laughs, whispers to Linda)) °,then you'll be dead, ° 
3 Thea yep ((reading from the instructions)) 
4 Linda °yeah yeah yeah° ((slight nod)) 
5 Adrian ((nods)) hm-mm. 
6 
 
(0.4) 
7 Linda yeah I think it was:- 
8 Adrian it's <cultural [as well::.] (.) and like situationally> 
determined. 
9 Thea                        [no:: ((reading from instructions))] 
10 Thea IT'S SELF-INTEREST ((turning back to the group)) 
11 
 
(1.5)  
12 Thea °would it be self-interest° 
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After a period of joking and some off-topic conversation Kevin introduces the online activity 
and the concepts students were expected to have learned to discuss the Everest case study 
(Turn 1). Adrian challenges Kevin’s attempt to position himself as an Expert by continuing to 
joke in a side conversation to Linda. Despite of this, Thea and Linda grant Kevin the position 
of Expert in Turn 3 and 4 by acknowledging his introduction of the concepts. Realising that 
his joking is left ignored, Adrian also grants Kevin the position of Expert when he both 
verbally and non-verbally acknowledges his contribution in Turn 5.  
 
In Turn 7 Linda attempts to add to the clarification of the concepts introduced by Kevin but 
is cut off by Adrian who positions himself as an Expert. This seems to be an unproductive 
move in terms of the progression of the conversation as Kevin and Linda are the only two in 
the group to have completed the online exercise and Adrian’s contribution is incorrect and 
irrelevant when compared to the concepts from the online exercise. The discussion might 
have progressed to a deeper level had the group further attributed the position of Expert to 
Kevin and Linda with questions for elaboration and explanation. 
 
Thea rejects Adrian’s self-positioning as an Expert with a drawn-out “no” in response to his 
statement that “cultural” is one of the concepts from the online video and immediately 
follows up the rejection with an attempt to position herself as an Expert by very loudly 
proclaiming over Adrian that one of the concepts is “self-interest”. Thea is also denied the 
position of Expert by the group. In this instance, not with a direct challenge but with silence 
from the other group members (Turn 11). This is enough to make her doubt her 
contribution and in Turn 12 she appears more hesitant and poses her strong factual 
statement of Turn 10 as softly-spoken question. From this point onward, the group embarks 
on a fairly unproductive line of discussion by pursuing various concepts that are irrelevant to 
the case study. This continues until Kevin once again introduces the concepts from the 
online video several minutes later. 
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6.3 Critic 
 
A Critic acts as a devil’s advocate by using critical questions, counter-arguments and 
challenges to lead the group into considering the issues and arguments from different 
angles (Chinn & Clark, 2013; Weinberger & Fischer, 2006). Critics are often seen introducing 
previously unexplored aspects and nuances of the case study. In the example below Jing is 
putting forward an argument in favour of ZHL remaining steadfast in resisting bribery. He 
makes a few proposals on how to achieve this but is repeatedly challenged by other group 
members who adopt the position of Critics. 
 
Excerpt 20: ZHL Group 2 
1 Jing I think the f::ounder the concept to establish this 
company is to help to improve the Indian society 
health care (.) ambulance service not ab- not about 
making money I think that's the idea of the 
founders. (0.3) because they com- he compare he 
had the experience he compare the service he 
receive in America and India that's why he get the 
idea to found this company (.) because he want 
a::ll the Indians to have a good ambulance service 
(0.3) like America (.) so it's not about making- 
2 Zerong so are you are still thinking- 
3 Yin BECAUSE THE BRIBERY- 
4 Zerong but it- 
5 Yin but how could you provide services if you are not 
<making profit>. 
6 
 
(0.6) 
7 Jing it's not about- we can: keep just make a little bit 
profit (.) we don't need to make a lot more profit 
we just nee:d fund to keep our <operation> 
smoothly to provide daily operation. 
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8 Zerong so you mea:n- 
9 Xun but you need to improve the equipments and uh 
you need to: invest in the ambulance (.) yeah (0.3) 
if you don't have enough ambulance how could 
you: save more people's life (hhh) 
10 Zerong that's the necessary money 
11 Yin yeah. 
12 Jing so you can get fund from the outside ((gestures 
away from himself)) to fill so just- 
13 Yin we can't always get fund- (.) then what if the fund 
(.) doesn't have <any money> or it chose not to 
invest in your equipment 
14 Xun we can't always always get fund from the outside  
 
Although he does not use the exact term, in Turn 1 Jing revisits an argument he raised 
previously about ZHL operating in line with the principles of a not-for-profit company. This 
displays some misunderstanding of the case study material as ZHL does not operate on a 
not-for-profit business model, but he does provide a correct summary of the founders’ 
intentions to “improve the Indian society health care”.  
 
His views are not shared by the rest of the group and in Turn 2 to 4 Zerong and Yin are 
competing for the position of Critic to challenge Jing. They interrupt each other repeatedly, 
but Yin manages to take the turn (Turn 5) and challenges Jing to explain how the company 
can keep providing services – and stay true to their mission – without money to fund their 
operations. By stressing the word “how” she highlights the conflict that often exists 
between idealistic ethical values and the practical implications of doing business according 
to those values. 
 
Jing grants her the position of Critic and after a brief pause he justifies and elaborates on his 
argument by explaining that the company can sacrifice some of their profit and still have 
enough money to keep operating. In basic terms (“we don’t need to make a lot more 
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profit”) he raises the issue of corporate greed and how the company should be able to still 
fund their operations with a smaller profit margin.  
 
After interrupting Zerong, Yun elaborates on Yin’s challenge in Turn 9 by stressing the 
importance of not only having money for daily operations but to “invest” in the business to 
ensure it is able to sustain its services. She directly addresses Jing’s concerns of being able 
to fulfil the mission of the company by referring to saving people’s lives and how this would 
not be possible in the long term without ongoing investment. Her use of “how” once again 
challenges Jing to provide a practical solution to the problem. Zerong and Yin support her 
challenge to Jing (Turn 10 and 11) and in doing so grant her the position of Critic.  
 
Jing also grants her the position by further defending his stance and presenting a new 
proposal in Turn 12. His proposal is to obtain funds from “outside” investors to ensure a 
healthy cash flow. It is not clear how these funds would be secured and he is interrupted 
with more challenges before he can complete his turn. Yin challenges him (Turn 13) by 
pointing out the precariousness of relying on funding from outside the business to keep 
operating and is supported in her challenge by Xun (Turn 14). The discussion continues in 
the same vein for a number of turns until Jing has exhausted his arguments and the group 
has clearly proven the practical implications of refusing to pay the bribe.  
 
The example below illustrates another group discussing the ZHL case study. In this case one 
person is arguing for paying the bribe due to practical considerations and two of the other 
group members challenges his arguments. 
 
Excerpt 21: ZHL Group 1 
1 Jovan Is- is- isn't- isn't bribery like everyone is better 
off like I wanna get something something done 
2 Rusha so you think bribery is OK. 
3 
 
(0.7) 
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4 Jovan uhm: (.) like in a country like India (.) I mean if you 
have to get something done you need to bribe (.) 
someone. 
5 Callum ((laughs)) but things can work smoothly in like (.) 
the United States of America- 
6 Jovan cause they have a really (.) good and strong 
foundance to::- 
7 Callum so isn't it better to structure that (.) initially than 
to rely on bribes to get everything °done° 
  
In the first turn Jovan provides his pragmatic view of bribery by explaining that it helps 
accomplish what needs to be accomplished to keep a business in operation. He phrases his 
argument in general terms and even attempts to frame it as bribery being employed for the 
greater good by raising the question whether “everyone is better off” because there are 
tangible outcomes when bribery occurs. Rusha assumes the position of Critic in Turn 2 by 
challenging Jovan to personally commit to his opinion. She stresses the word “you” to force 
him to either reject bribery or personally commit to it as an acceptable business practice. 
 
After a brief pause (Turn 3), Jovan resists her positioning of him as an individual who is 
personally in favour of unethical conduct (Glazier, 2009) by once again making a general 
statement of how business is conducted “in a country like India”. Callum also assumes the 
position of a Critic in Turn 5 when he uses an example of another country (“the United 
States of America”) where business can operate smoothly without the ubiquitous use of 
bribes. Callum’s strategy for challenging Jovan is not as personal as Rusha’s was. Instead he 
uses a concrete example that can be more readily argued and supported or disproven with 
evidence. 
 
Jovan responds to Callum’s challenge with a counter-argument crediting the foundation of 
the society in America as the basis for the more ethical business conduct. Jovan uses the 
non-existing word “foundance” instead of foundation but Callum nevertheless understands 
his argument and continues in his position as Critic by interrupting him with another 
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counter-argument in Turn 7. The discussion has now progressed to questioning the values of 
a whole society and how it influences the way business is done. In Turn 7 Callum provides a 
radical alternative to bribery and although he does not continue to clarify how this would be 
achieved it becomes evident later in the discussion when consensus is negotiated that 
having his assumptions challenged has caused a shift in Jovan’s opinion on bribery. 
 
6.4 Facilitator 
 
There are multiple examples from the data where students attempt facilitation. The 
example below is representative of the majority of those examples in the sense that the 
person positioning themselves as the Facilitator proves to not be especially skilled at this 
communication strategy and as a result the position is only partially granted by the rest of 
the group. Showing an imperfect example could assist tutors in recognising, assessing and 
intervening when unsuccessful facilitation occurs. Facilitators employ facilitative 
conversational moves to achieve two outcomes. Firstly, to establish or progress a line of 
conversation and secondly, to involve all group members in the conversation. 
 
Excerpt 22: ZHL Group 3 
1 Bo so: it's about you giving:: (.hhh) uhm (.) some money or 
som:e thing to the person that you ask him to do a 
favour for you 
2 Daiyu yeah 
3 Liu °yeah° ((nods once)) 
4 Yu-Rui yeah. 
5 
 
(0.6) 
6 Bo and it's not within the: the normal business process 
((makes rolling motion with hands)) 
7 
 
(1.5) 
8 Daiyu [((nods))] 
9 Yu-Rui [((nods))] 
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10 Bo what do you think. 
11 
 
(0.5) 
12 Daiyu I agree with you::. yeah and I think it's from one to pay 
money to another to: require them to do something 
and in this case it's for the: s-state officer. °I think° 
13 Liu [I agree ((nods))] 
14 Yu-Rui [((nods slightly))] 
15 
 
(0.3) 
16 Bo yeah the- (.) yeah the officials (.) they- (.) uhm (.) they 
just ask for (.) bribery right (0.3) they ask the 
company to give him the money like five percent (.) of 
the:: the:: to- the total value 
17 Yu-Rui yeah. 
18 
 
(1.8) 
 
In Turn 1 Bo provides a summary of the groups’ attempt to define bribery. Although, 
structured in the grammatical structure of a statement, the rising intonation at the end of 
her turn invites contributions from the other group members. Turn 2 to 4 show the other 
group members all taking a turn to agree with her summary but no elaboration is offered by 
any of them. After a brief pause (Turn 5) Bo makes another attempt at positioning herself as 
a Facilitator. She uses the same strategy that proved ineffective before to invite 
contributions – phrasing her invitation to contribute as a statement but with the tone of a 
question. This time she also adds a non-verbal cue in the form of a rolling hand motion to 
invite the group to continue her explanation. 
 
Again, her invitation to contribute is not taken up by the group even though Daiyu and Yu-
Rui show non-verbal acknowledgement of her turn. Realising that her strategy of inviting 
discussion is not working, she the poses a direct question to the group in Turn 10. Daiyu 
now grants her the position of Facilitator by responding with her own take on what 
constitutes bribery. She mostly paraphrases Bo’s summary from Turn 1 but does add that in 
the specific case study one of the stakeholders are “state officers”, referring to government 
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officials, and in doing so positions herself as an Expert. Her hesitance and uncertainty about 
the specifics of the case is demonstrated by the softly spoken “I think” at the end of her 
turn. It is therefore not clear from this example whether the group is not responding to Bo’s 
attempts at facilitation because she is not phrasing the facilitation moves explicitly as 
invitations to contribute and not addressing specific group members or whether it is due to 
a lack of familiarity with the case study material. 
 
In Turn 16 Bo acknowledges and elaborates on Daiyu’s contribution by referring back to the 
“officials” Daiyu first mentioned in Turn 12. In doing so she positions herself as both a 
Collaborator – supporting another group member – and an Expert – providing new 
information related to the case study. Simultaneously she once again invites contributions 
by asking for confirmation when she says “they just ask for bribery, right?” and even leaving 
a pause for someone to take up a turn. When no one accepts the turn, she continues but 
again ends her turn with a rising intonation to invite agreement or disagreement from the 
other group members. 
 
Yu-Rui agrees with her but fails to elaborate and a pause of almost two seconds follows. Bo 
makes a few more attempts at facilitation but failing to engage the group further on the 
topic they eventually move on to the next question without having exhaustively or explicitly 
framed the issue of bribery for negotiating consensus later on in the discussion. 
 
6.5 Manager 
 
At a first glance this position could seem similar to a Facilitator, however the distinction can 
be found in the fact that a Facilitator aims to further the discussion in terms of depth and 
breadth of contributions. A Manager, on the other hand, aims to maintain momentum in 
relation to the set agenda and to manage how the discussion time is spent. In most cases 
the position of Manager was granted by the group as Excerpt 23 demonstrates. This also 
indicates that adopting the position of a Manager requires a less complex set of 
communication skills than the skills required for adopting the position of Facilitator as most 
attempts at facilitation were not successful. 
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Excerpt 23: ZHL Group 1 
1 Jovan let's go to the next question 
2 Callum last question 
3 Jovan yeah. as a group decide what- ((reading from the case study 
notes)) 
4 Callum so didn't we- 
5 Hai we will not pay. 
6 Rusha no::: I think we all decided no. 
7 Jovan >so< I thi:nk (.) no. 
 
After a silence and the group breaking eye contact with each other indicating their 
finalisation of the previous topic (Schegloff, 2007), Jovan positions himself as a Manager by 
suggesting the group move on to the next question. Callum acts as a Collaborator and grants 
Jovan the position of Manager by pointing out that the next question is the “last question” 
(Turn 2). In Turn 3 Jovan continues by starting to read the question but he is interrupted by 
Callum who starts to suggest that the group has already decided on a course of action. His 
turn is cut short by Hai who definitively states that the group has decided to not pay the 
bribe to the Indian government.  
 
Hai’s decisive statement is not so much a reflection of her own conviction as it is a reference 
to what the group have already collaboratively decided through the course of the 
discussion. Therefore, she also positions herself as a Manager as her turn is intended as a 
summary rather than an invitation for further discussion. This observation is further 
supported by Rusha and Jovan echoing her statement in Turn 6 and 7. Although, they both 
appear less certain that not paying the bribe was decided upon as a final decision by the 
group. Their reservations are evident through the use of “I think” by both of them (Turn 6 
and 7) and also Rusha’s drawn out “no” (Turn 6) and Jovan’s drawn out “think” (Turn 7). 
Having reached consensus, the group continues with a few minutes of talk vaguely related 
to the case study before wrapping up their discussion.  
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The example below illustrates an instance where the position of Manager was not granted. 
This occurs only a few times in the data and always follows the same pattern: the Manager 
attempts to move the conversation on to a next question or agenda item while some of the 
group members see a need to further discuss the current topic.  
 
Excerpt 24: ZHL Group 3 
1 Yu-Rui SO: let's move on to the next question uhm I think we: go 
out of the question. 
2 Daiyu ah OK ((nods once)) I see ((laughs)) hm-mm. 
3 
 
(0.8) 
4 Bo and and I also ((coughs)) think about the another:: uh 
consequence of not paying the bribe (.) fo:r the official. (.) 
in this case. like if you wanna you want to run a company: 
or you want to operate a business you do not only need 
to:: (.) need to deal with the:: officials in the government 
you also need to like (.) uhm have some business with 
the:- (.) with other companies like electric or water 
company or other company that your suppliers or 
°something° so: (.) what if (.) they all the other parties 
they will pay or receive the bribe and your company you 
do not do that they will sepa- separate you so they don't 
want to do business with you because you don't do the 
same things as us the- (.) yeah. 
 
Yu-Rui suggests that the group “move on to the next question” as their discussion has 
veered off-topic. Daiyu, who was largely responsible for the off-topic talk in the turns 
preceding the excerpt, acknowledges this and grants Yu-Rui the position of Manager in Turn 
2. However, she does not proceed to discuss the next question. After a brief silence Bo 
denies Yu-Rui the position of Manager (Turn 4) by returning to the current topic 
(consequences of paying the bribe) with a contribution on the challenges associated with 
resisting bribery in a culture where it is a prevalent business practice.  
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In doing so she positions herself as an Expert and the group grants her this position by 
discussing the topic for several more turns before moving on to the next question as Yu-Rui 
suggested in Turn 1.  
 
6.6 In Need of Help 
 
A group member positions themselves as In Need of Help when they lack information about 
the case study or the concepts being discussed. Rather than a facilitation move, being In 
Need of Help originates not to involve other group members, but from a genuine lack of 
information. In all instances of someone adopting the position of being In Need of Help 
someone in the group was willing to adopt the position of Expert to clarify or explain as is 
seen below.  
 
Excerpt 25: ZHL Group 2 
1 Xun define the concept of °the° bribery 
2 Zerong °can someone introduce this for me° ((addressing only 
Jing)) 
3 Jing Wha- he's ((points to Zerong)) of the media business case 
so we have to- ((waves his hand in Zerong's direction)) 
4 Zerong yeah. (0.3) yeah yeah can someone- can someone 
introduce this for me because I haven't read it 
5 Xun ah introduce this °for you° ((gestures towards Zerong)) 
6 Yin so it's a company that provides high quality ambulance 
services (.) and it's basically based on difficulties because 
the (.) culture of this company is to: like do things ethically 
and no bribe no harm of the environment and (.) things 
like that but the (.) (indiscernible) environment in India is 
that (.) in order to get your payment on time you have to 
bribe (.) officers and it is common and usual in that 
country so (.) they are trying- so they (.) have this new 
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person a:nd he's raised some questions about whether we 
should bribe the officers to get our payment °or not°. (.) so 
it's like what we discuss 
7 
 
(0.5) 
8 Zerong so basically it's here like (indiscernible) how the product is 
good or not if you give the money now to the °officer° 
9 Yin it's not about the product because they are- (.) ambulance 
are great and (.) the problem is they can't get their 
payment on time and officers keep telling them that in 
order to make the process smooth you have to pay us a 
commission or a percentage of your °revenue°. 
10 Zerong °ya° 
11  (1.3) 
12 Zerong that’s not good. 
13  (2.1) 
14 Jing °so:: let's move to the first question. define the concept of 
bribery° 
 
After Xun introduces the first question, Zerong softly asks Jing if someone can “introduce 
this” for him in Turn 2. Although he does not specify what “this” is, Jing seems to have prior 
knowledge that Zerong prepared for the media case study from another week in the 
curriculum and explains this to the group in Turn 3. Zerong echoes his explanation in Turn 4 
when he admits that he did not do the reading before coming to the tutorial and in doing so 
firmly positions himself as In Need of Help. Xun acknowledges his being In Need of Help 
(Turn 5) but it is Yin who adopts the position of Expert and launches into a summary of the 
case study in Turn 6. 
 
After a brief silence Zerong checks his understanding of her explanation in Turn 8. He 
provides a summary of her summary and requests her confirmation with the rising 
intonation at the end of his turn to make his statement sound like a question. This 
perpetuates him as In Need of Help as his summary reveals a misunderstanding of her 
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explanation. Yin again adopts the position of Expert and provides a further explanation to 
correct him in Turn 9. By stressing the word “not” she attempts to make it clear to him what 
is (pressure to pay bribes) and is not (the quality of the product) the focus of their 
discussion. 
 
Zerong very softly acknowledges her correction in Turn 10 and the group return to the 
question Yun introduces in Turn 1. The discussion continues from there and Zerong actively 
contributes throughout the discussion even though it is highly unlikely that Yin’s 
explanations could have informed him of the complexities of a 13-page case study. 
Markedly absent from the next few turns (Turn 11 to 13) are firstly, a move from Zerong to 
communicate his understanding and return the conversation to the discussion points 
provided or alternatively further questions from him about the case study. Alternatively, no 
attempt is made by any of the other group members to check his understanding. 
 
After two dysfunctional silences in Turn 11 and 13 and a vague contribution by Zerong in 
turn 12, Jing adopts the position of Manager to return the discussion to the first question. 
He speaks softly when doing this and the drawn out “so” at the beginning of Turn 14 
indicates some hesitation and the opportunity for another group member to interrupt to 
perform one of the missing conversational moves discussed above. 
 
All the other examples of students positioning themselves as In Need of Help dealt with 
more minor misunderstandings related to elements of the case study or the concepts 
related to the case study and not a complete lack of background knowledge of the case 
study as a whole. Yet, the pattern observed were always similar: a group member In Need of 
Help is responded to by another group member who positions herself as an Expert as can be 
observed in the example below. 
 
Excerpt 26: ZHL Group 2 
1 Rui may I ask what's NGO 
2 
 
(0.4) 
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3 Zerong not govern-government <organisation> (.) it's- it 
basically purpose for the- 
4 Xun <non government organisation> 
5 Rui ((nods once)) 
6 Yin like (.) like he said ((gestures to Zerong)) if I ((gestures 
to herself)) am the employee in this company and it's 
becoming a non profit organisation (.hhh) why would I 
(.) work here like I have a family to °pay° 
 
Turn 1 shows Rui asking for information and Zerong positioning himself as an Expert by 
providing her with the definition she required (Turn 3). Although she does non-verbally 
acknowledge the answer to her question, it is unclear whether she needed an explanation 
of the abbreviation or the concept of an NGO. The fact that she phrased her questions as 
“what’s NGO?” instead of “what’s an NGO” is an indicator that she most likely needed a 
more detailed explanation of the concept. This observation is supported by the fact that the 
rest of the group continued the discussion from Turn 6 and beyond, but Rui did not make 
any further contributions to the sequence relating to the company becoming an NGO. In 
addition, the rest of the sequence revealed some fundamental misunderstandings among 
other group members of what an NGO is. 
 
Again, several learning opportunities were bypassed when Zerong took on the position of an 
Expert to provide a simple answer. Had he attempted to compare and contrast the different 
types of companies, he would have strengthened his own understanding of the concept 
while creating the opportunity for other group members to check their understanding. This 
would also have opened up the possibility of further contributions or questions.  
 
6.7 Entertainer and Audience 
 
The position of Entertainer is adopted when students engage in humorous banter as a 
distraction to the discussion. An Entertainer requires an Audience and this position is most 
frequently adopted by laughter in response to the Entertainer’s turn. In some instances 
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where the line of distraction is continued students simultaneously position themselves as 
Audience and Entertainer by not only acknowledging and encouraging the joking but 
building upon it in a new turn and in doing so they increase the time spent on distraction. 
 
The excerpt below opens when Group 1 discussing the Everest case study veers off-topic to 
explore non-viable and facetious options on how to act in the scenario. 
 
Excerpt 27: Everest Group 1 
1 Linda I would try to dra::g them 
2 Thea ((laughs)) 
3 James yeah I know that what I was thinking I was all like (.) well 
let's all blow this pop stand. 
4 Linda ((laughs)) [°yeah°] 
5 Adrian                   [((shakes head)) °I don't think] I would-° 
6 Linda I'd still try and- 
7 Thea option three ((laughs)) 
8 Adrian I don't think there are- 
9 James THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX ((points up in the air)) 
10 Thea ((laughs)) not allo::wed. 
11 James propel down to safety ((circular motion with index finger in 
the air)) I win. where's my prize. (0.2) stay or go 
12 Adrian I'll get my light sabre. just slice through ((slicing motion as if 
holding a sword)) 
13 James >okay.< stay or go right now. 
14 Adrian I'd go. 
 
When asked whether she would leave her team members behind to perish or stay with 
them, Linda responds jokingly that she “would try to drag them”. Her emphasis and 
prolonged vowel when saying “drag” makes her contribution sound more humorous than 
serious and with this overemphasis she positions herself as an Entertainer. Thea grants her 
the position by responding with laughter in Turn 2 and becoming her Audience. James 
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simultaneously positions himself as Audience and Entertainer in Turn 3 when he 
overdramatically acknowledges Linda’s joke (“I know”) and then suggesting that everyone 
casually leaves the life-threatening situation they are trapped in (“let’s blow this pop 
stand”). 
 
Linda grants James his turn as Entertainer by responding with laughter but is interrupted by 
Adrian who shakes his head in disapproval of the joking and attempts to steer the 
conversation back to a serious discussion in Turn 5. Linda, perhaps sensing his disapproval, 
takes a more serious tone in Turn 6 but is interrupted by Thea who continues the joking and 
now switches her position from Audience to Entertainer by laughingly stating that she 
would take the non-existent “option three”. In Turn 8 Adrian attempts to deny her the 
position of Entertainer by embarking on an explanation of the obvious – that there is no 
option three – but he is loudly interrupted by James who talks over him when he becomes 
Thea’s Audience in saying that she is “thinking outside the box”. His use of this hackneyed 
phrase perpetuates the joking sequence which continues through Turn 10 and 11 until 
Adrian gives up his resistance in Turn 12 and also adopts the position of Entertainer with his 
pop culture reference to using a weapon from Star Wars to get them out of the situation. 
 
In Turn 13 James refuses Adrian the position of Entertainer by responding with a clipped 
“okay” and then demanding that Adrian chooses a course of action. This rather abrupt 
switch in his position from Entertainer and Audience to Facilitator is partially successful as 
Adrian does respond to the question in Turn 14 even though he offers no elaboration. James 
proceeds to pose the same question to the other group members until everyone has stated 
their preferred course of action. 
 
6.8 Helper 
 
Only in one group did students position themselves as Helpers but it is worthwhile 
discussing as it had major implications for progression of the group discussion. Helpers 
perform tasks such as taking notes or drawing diagrams on behalf the group. When 
functioning optimally and Helpers remain involved in the discussion through facilitative 
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moves it can contribute to the learning process. In the example below Jujie and Cuiwen 
have positioned themselves as Helpers and more specifically Scribes to record the groups 
discussion. However, it becomes evident that this was done in an attempt to avoid 
involvement and facilitation, rather than contribute to the discussion. 
 
Excerpt 28: Everest Group 3 
1 Jujie what's that ((writing on the shared A2 sheet)) 
2 
 
(6.7)  
((group members looking at what Jujie is writing)) 
3 Jujie you can just say:: this in here ((pointing to where Cuiwen is about 
to make a note)) °do this in blue° 
4 
 
(7.5)  
((group members looking at the shared sheets of paper)) 
5 Cuiwen hmm-hmm  
((writing on the second shared A2 sheet)) 
6 Lingyun °would you go° 
7 
 
(1.5)  
((group members still looking at Cuiwen writing)) 
8 Menglin it depends ((laughs while looking at what Cuiwen is writing)) 
9 
 
(10.5)  
((group members looking at what Cuiwen and Jujie are writing)) 
10 Zhaolin I think it's your moral responsibility follow your team mates 
11 
 
(2.5) 
12 Lingyun responsibility. team member. 
13 Liufu here it says the second ((points to the screen and turns away 
from the group)) (indiscernible) 
14 
 
(9.5)  
((group members either reading the screen or their handouts. 
Jujie writing)) 
15 Liufu keep team member alive. 
16 Jujie no:: ((writing)) 
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17 
 
(10.6)  
((group members looking at what Jujie is writing or reading their 
individual handouts)) 
 
In Turn 1 Jujie seeks clarification from a group member who muttered under their breath. 
Despite not receiving a response he continues writing while the other group members look 
at the A2 sheet of paper intended for collaborative notetaking. In Turn 3 he interrupts his 
writing to tell Cuiwen who is writing on a second A2 sheet where to write something and 
what colour to use. He addresses only her and it is not clear what they are writing down. 
They both continue writing for more than seven seconds while the rest of the group looks 
on in silence (Turn 4) before Lingyun attempts to facilitate discussion when she softly poses 
the question to the group of whether they would proceed down the mountain and leave 
their team members behind.  
 
Another silence follows where eye contact is avoided among the group members before 
Menglin offers a minimal and non-committal response in Turn 8. Once again in Turn 9 the 
group lapses into an extended silence and avoid eye contact by looking at what the self-
appointed Scribes are writing. In Turn 10, Zhaolin responds to Lingyun’s question posed five 
turns and more than 15 seconds prior.  
 
After a silence Lingyun acknowledges his answer by repeating some of the words he used 
but makes no attempt to respond or probe him for elaboration. This is a typical example of 
an “out loud” where participants in a conversation talk to themselves in a way that does not 
require or invite a response (Schegloff, 2007, p. 143). These out louds occur more frequently 
in this group than any other and are often used to avoid silences while simultaneously 
avoiding interaction. 
 
Liufu takes up the next turn by referring to something projected on the screen in the front 
of the room. As he does so, he turns completely away from the group which renders his 
voice inaudible to the camera and presumably also to his group members. In the nine-
second silence that follows in Turn 14 other group members follow suit and turn away from 
the group to read the screen while Jujie continues writing. Liufu breaks the silence with 
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what appears to be an unconnected statement perhaps due to the fact that the end of his 
previous statement was inaudible. Jujie responds with a drawn out “no” uttered while 
writing in Turn 16 and the group once again lapses into silence. No one asks either Liufu or 
Jujie to elaborate or clarify. 
 
The rest of the discussion follows much the same pattern with extended periods of writing 
by the Scribes and other group members looking at what they are writing, reading their 
individual handouts or completely disengaging and turning away from the group to observe 
other groups in the room. There is a noticeable lack of engagement with notes – no one 
except for the Helpers provide any input or pose any questions about what is being written. 
The absence of connected turns seems to be made possible by the presence of the notes 
and it furthermore provides group members with something to occupy the silences with – 
reading what the Helpers are writing. Instead of explaining or asking for input on how to 
construct the shared notes the Helpers use writing as an avoidance tactic by appearing busy 
without asking for input or feedback on what is being written. 
 
6.9 Insights into positioning 
 
In this section I will detail the insights gained specifically related to how students positioned 
themselves in the discussion. The next chapter will provide an overall discussion where 
connections are drawn between the findings discussed in the this and the previous 
chapters.  I will also make suggestions regarding strategies for learning design, interventions 
into small group discussions and the assessment of face-to-face small group collaborative 
learning in a later chapter. 
 
Certain positions in the data tended to co-occur in patterns. The pattern most frequently 
observed was that of Expert and Collaborator as can be seen in Excerpt 17, Excerpt 18 and 
Excerpt 19. Although this is not unexpected when considering one person – the Expert – is 
disseminating knowledge or information and others – the Collaborators – are making visible 
their understanding or at least the fact that they are paying attention to the information 
being provided. This can become a problematic pattern when the turns taken up by 
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collaborative moves are used as an avoidance tactic. Active listening is a proven prerequisite 
for collaborative learning in general (Webb, 2013) and group tasks relating to ethics more 
specifically (Sims, 2004). However, my findings suggest that caution should be exercised to 
not give students the impression that the demonstration of active listening in group work 
serves as a replacement for making expository contributions. 
 
Another position that occurred in conjunction with that of Expert is someone being In Need 
of Help. The pattern illustrated in Excerpt 25 shows one participant requesting information 
or clarification about information – In Need of Help – and another student – the Expert – 
providing the requested information. All instances of someone positioning themselves as In 
Need of Help were followed up by another group member positioning themselves as an 
Expert in response and at a first glance this seems productive. However, the literature on 
explaining concepts in a learning scenario support the notion that the person explaining is 
more likely to benefit from constructing and delivering the explanation than the receiver is 
from receiving the explanation (Chi, 2000; Chi et al., 1989; Chi et al., 1994; Chi & Wylie, 
2014). This indicates that equipping students with strategies to facilitate the co-construction 
of knowledge could lead to deeper learning for the person In Need of Help than simply 
being the recipient of an explanation (Chi & Menekse, 2015). In other words, although 
positioning oneself as an Expert in response to someone being In Need of Help is not 
harmful, students could be encouraged to employ strategies more conducive to facilitating 
deep learning. These strategies will be discussed in more detail in the final chapter. 
 
Another position pair observed from the data was that of Entertainer and Audience. In fact, 
whether a group member was able to adopt the position of Entertainer was entirely 
dependent on whether other group members – or at least one other group member – 
adopted the position of Audience and in doing so granted them the position of Entertainer. 
Excerpt 26 illustrates both instances. Entertainers engaging in joking only managed to create 
a diversion from the progress of the discussion when their jokes were responded to with 
laughter or more joking. In the instance where James adopted the position of Facilitator in 
response to Aaron’s joke (Turn 13, Excerpt 26) the discussion is repaired and in the next few 
turns the focus of the conversation returns to negotiating consensus.   
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The related positions of Entertainer and Audience, where students engage in off-topic 
joking, occurred more frequently in higher performing groups where proficiency in English 
was not a barrier to participation. This observation supports Abrahamson and Wilensky’s 
(2005, p. 10) findings that students are more likely to become disruptive or distracted when 
they are underchallenged in a discussion. It is unlikely that this could be addressed during 
the discussion. An intervention on the level of learning design, as the one implemented 
between the two rounds of data collection in my study, would be a more appropriate 
strategy to keep students engaged and avoid Entertainers from sabotaging the productivity 
of the conversation. 
 
In terms of facilitating the progression of the discussion and opportunities for deep learning, 
the position of Critic, also referred to as devil’s advocate in some studies (Auer-Rizzi & Berry, 
2000; Schwarz, 2018), emerged as the most beneficial position to be adopted by group 
members. From a CA perspective Critics responded to statements with dispreferred 
responses that are expansion-relevant to engage other group members in justifying or 
explaining their arguments. According to Schegloff (2007) “preferred responses are likely to 
be short and to the point, while dispreferred ones are more elaborated” (p. 65). 
 
Examples of this can be observed in Excerpt 21, Turn 5 and 7 when Callum responds to 
Jovan’s arguments with counters that start respectively with “but…” and “isn’t it…”. This 
puts Jovan in the position of having to re-evaluate his argument and either amend his 
stance or substantiate his argument further. Another example of such a dispreferred 
response that necessitates further discussion can be found in Excerpt 20, Turn 5 when Yin 
responds to Jing’s argument with a how-question. This dispreferred response requires of 
Jing to consider and clarify to the rest of the group the practical implications of his proposal. 
 
Dispreferred responses in social conversations might lead to emotional reactions and 
eventually conflict among the participants and this could also be the case in a learning 
context if the responses are phrased in a particularly aggressive or insulting way. However, 
no instances of aggressive or combative conversational moves were present in my data set. 
When students adopted the position of Critic there was an understanding amongst the 
group members that counter-arguments were a vital part of learning process.  The position 
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of Critic was granted in the vast majority of cases where students positioned themselves as 
such. Encouraging this position in groups and equipping students with the communication 
skills to both position themselves as Critics and respond to Critics in constructive ways 
would lead to more learning opportunities and the productive use of these learning 
opportunities in small group collaborative learning (Schwarz & Baker, 2017). 
 
Positioning oneself as a Manager proved largely unproblematic and uncontested unless 
someone felt they still had a contribution to make on the current topic. When this was the 
case the group often moved on in the direction the Manager indicated after addressing the 
points they viewed as unfinished (see Excerpt 23 and Excerpt 24). On the contrary, students 
displayed some difficulties in adopting the position of Facilitator (Excerpt 22). Questions 
were not explicitly phrased as questions or invitations to participate and instead students 
attempting to act as a Facilitator used intonation to pose statements as questions. In 
addition to not being clearly presented as questions, the questions were not open-ended 
and therefore were not taken up as discussion points. This was evident in the majority of 
instances where students attempted facilitation. The data indicated that educating students 
on the use of effective facilitation skills would have a beneficial impact on the discussions.  
 
The position of Helper only occurred in one group in the data set and was problematic as it 
was used as a resistance tactic rather than as a support to learning process (Benwell & 
Stokoe, 2002). Although I do not expect that the position is automatically an unproductive 
one, the difficulties that occurred in the Everest Group 3’s discussion serve as a caution to 
scaffold and define the duties of the position clearly. The lack of communication among the 
Helpers who were taking notes and the rest of the group members in Excerpt 27 signals a 
lack of coordination of learning activities (Barron, 2003). Strategies for addressing this and 
ensuring that the position of Helper remains a productive one will be discussed in the final 
chapter.  
 
Having separately outlined the findings related to issue framing and silence, in previous 
chapters, and positioning, in the current chapter, the focus in the next chapter shifts to an 
in-depth discussion of the findings. When considering connections between the different 
aspects of the findings profiles of the group discussions emerge that provide insights into 
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why some groups were more successful than others at creating and utilising learning 
opportunities and opportunities for demonstrating critical thinking. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 
 
In this chapter I will explore and expand on the similarities and differences in 
communication patterns across the different groups by considering how the different 
aspects of the findings from the previous chapters are interrelated. To achieve this a 
diagram of all the components of a group discussion identified from the data is presented 
and explained (Figure 3) with a summary and reference to the terms and measures used in 
the process of data analysis.  
 
Variations across the groups are then presented (Figure 4, Figure 5 and Figure 6) to illustrate 
the divergent ways the components of a group discussion manifested in the groups. Based 
on those insights, conclusions are drawn on why some groups were able to generate and 
sustain more productive conversations than other groups. The discussion is aimed at 
evaluating the validity of the research hypotheses in light of the findings and observations 
from the data. At the outset of the project three hypotheses were put forward that 
captured expectations I had about the outcomes of an analysis of the data. These 
expectations were based on both observations made in my own teaching practice and a 
review of the literature dealing with learning in groups. 
 
The hypotheses that focus the discussion are as follows: 
 
Hypothesis 1: The quality of a group’s issue framing phase in terms of the presence of 
critical thinking and co-constructive learning activities determines the quality of their 
proposals and argumentation in the decision-making phase of the discussion.  
 
Hypothesis 2: Dysfunctional silence in group discussions occur due to a lack of facilitative 
and expository moves. 
 
Hypothesis 3: Expository moves are positively associated with certain positions students 
adopt in the discussion and result in co-constructive learning. 
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Furthermore, being able to identify and understand the shortcomings of less productive 
groups is a concrete starting point for addressing these deficiencies in the collaborative 
learning process. As such the chapter aims to, not only, illuminate the functioning of 
collaborative tasks on a theoretical level, but also to provide a foundation and justification 
for the practical strategies recommended for learning designers and tutors in the next 
chapter. 
 
A multi-faceted understanding of the operation of small group collaboration is necessary for 
a tutor to determine the correct timing and type of intervention. Webb (2009) summarises 
the requirements of a productive teacher intervention in her review of the literature on 
teacher interventions in collaborative learning as follows:  
 
Evaluating student work required teachers to make the effort to become aware of 
the strategies that the group was using. The knowledge of these strategies made it 
possible for teachers to work with students’ ideas and to help in less direct ways, 
such as asking students to formulate a plan for answering part of a problem that the 
group had not yet addressed, or asking students to reread a part of the problem that 
they had misinterpreted. (p. 14). 
 
This is no small feat required of teachers and tutors when considering that this process of 
assessing and intervening in the most beneficial way at the right time needs to happen in 
real-time in a dynamic and unpredictable face-to-face learning environment. Therefore, this 
chapter aims to firstly build on the existing theory around group work, and more specifically 
group work in higher education, to subsequently provide theory-based insights that can be 
applied and utilised by learning designers and teachers in this specific context.  
 
After having discussed the overall findings in the light of the observations from different 
groups, I will highlight how this project contributes to the literature on collaborative 
learning in general and particularly to learning design in ethics education in higher 
education.  The chapter concludes with an exploration of the limitations of the current 
study and how future research could simultaneously address these limitations whilst also 
building on contributions made by the research project. 
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7.1 Components of a group discussion 
 
Figure 3 displays the occurrence and possible interactions among all the components of a 
group discussion identified from the data set. 
 
Figure 3: Components of a group discussion 
 
A discussion is created by presenting a group with a case study (problem) that requires 
them to use argumentation and negotiation (talk) to reach a decision (consensus) that 
would address the presented business problem in the most appropriate way. At the heart of 
the discussion are ideas for solving the problem (proposals) presented by the group 
members for argumentation. When following the arrows representing different possibilities 
for the flow of the discussion, the opening sequences – mostly a group member reading 
Question 1 from the case study instructions – can be followed by either an issue framing 
phase, the immediate proposal of a solution to the case study, or avoidance of the 
discussion in the form of distraction or silence.  
 
When issue framing does occur, and especially when critical thinking and expository moves 
are present in this phase (De Wever et al., 2006; Newman et al., 1995; Pena-Schaff & 
Nicholls, 2004; Weinberger & Fischer, 2006), the discussion progresses from a phase where 
issues are framed to proposals to argumentation of the proposals and ultimately consensus 
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in a mostly linear pattern (Wasson, 2016). Functional silences can occur during any of the 
phases of the discussion in the Learning Zone (indicated in the diagram by the border 
around issue framing, proposal, functional silence and argumentation moves). These 
silences do not detract from the critical thinking process or learning opportunities and when 
the silence has served its function, for example a period of reflection of reorientation to a 
new topic, the discussion seamlessly returns to issue framing, proposal making, or 
argumentation. 
 
When the issue framing phase is bypassed proposals are presented without constructing a 
shared understanding of the issues related to the case study. The group then moves on to 
argumentation at a relatively early stage in the discussion or have to employ facilitation 
skills to return to the neglected issue framing phase. The least desirable outcome is for 
dysfunctional silence or distraction in the form of off-topic conversation to occur. Both 
these phenomena exist outside the Learning Zone as they are counter-productive to critical 
thinking and the creation of learning opportunities. As they are also forms of resistance to 
participation in the discussion, repair is required either from the group members or through 
tutor intervention in order for the group to return to the Learning Zone. When the repair is 
successfully performed it allows the group to return to the missing issue framing phase and 
reattempt framing the issues, put forward more proposals, or engage in argumentation 
around previous proposals.   
 
Students adopted different positions to navigate through the different phases of the 
conversation and employed mainly three different types of conversational moves. 
Facilitative conversational moves, as the name suggests, served the function of advancing 
the conversation by either involving more group members or creating opportunities for 
group members to expand on the ideas being discussed. These conversational moves are 
used for repair, to facilitate critical thinking, and to promote equal involvement among 
group members. Their presence demonstrated students’ meta-communication skills and 
their awareness of the group’s interaction patterns.  
 
Expository moves make visible internal cognitive processes and indicate the presence and 
quality of critical thinking. Informally described these conversational moves are where the 
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learning happens in a collaborative learning scenario. Their presence enables tutors to 
assess student learning and their absence signal a deficiency in the productivity and 
progress of the discussion. The prevalence or lack of these conversational moves has been 
used in previous studies as an indicator of the level of productivity and the degree to which 
learning opportunities were utilised across the groups in the data set (De Wever et al., 2006; 
Newman et al., 1995; Pena-Schaff & Nicholls, 2004; Weinberger & Fischer, 2006).  
 
Peripheral conversational moves can – at best – serve a support function, in the case of 
acknowledgment or the verbatim repetition of another group member’s words. In most 
instances these conversational moves do not contribute to the progression and 
development of the discussion and in some instances, they were used by students as a tactic 
to mimic constructive participation but avoid involvement in argumentation. Peripheral 
conversational moves also include joking and off-topic conversation that are more overt 
ways participants resist discussion about the case study. (Table 2 in Chapter 3 contain the 
complete categorisation of conversational moves.) 
 
The Learning Zone represents a combination of discussion components where opportunities 
for critical thinking and the co-construction of knowledge are generated. However, the 
presence of critical thinking in individuals alone does not guarantee deep learning in a 
collaborative setting (Barron, 2003). When constructive ideas are developed by individuals 
in parallel to each other, groups do not experience the full benefit of collaborative learning 
(Webb, 2013). Chi and Menekse (2015) argue for the distinction between constructive-
constructive and co-constructive patterns in collaboration and places co-constructive 
dialogues as superior to constructive-constructive dialogues due to a higher level of 
interconnectedness and leading to deeper learning. Therefore, in addition to being able to 
identify the presence or absence of critical thinking, a micro-level understanding of the 
mechanisms of interaction is required to create a complete picture of collaborative learning 
process. 
 
Having presented a template for the possible ways the components of a group discussion 
can combine; the following sections will demonstrate observations from the data on specific 
groups. The occurrence and interaction among the components of a productive, semi-
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productive, and unproductive discussion are discussed with reference to the research 
hypotheses. 
 
7.2 Profile of a productive discussion 
 
Figure 4: Group discussion profile of a productive conversation 
 
When considering the three aspects that emerged most prominently from the data – issue 
framing, silence and positioning – three distinct profiles representing the progression of the 
discussions crystallised. The first profile is that of a productive discussion represented in 
Figure 4.  
 
Compared to groups where the discussion was less productive as measured by the presence 
of expository moves and the level of connectedness among these conversational moves, the 
productive group spent a significant portion of the overall discussion time framing the issues 
related to the case studies. In both the groups that were able to conduct productive 
discussions more than a quarter of the overall discussion time were dedicated to issue 
framing and this phase occurred primarily at the beginning of the discussion with further 
brief references being made to the outcomes of the issue framing phase throughout the 
discussion. 
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A mostly linear progression from issue framing to proposals to arguing the merit of 
proposals can be observed. During the proposal phase the groups with more productive 
discussions produced a higher number of relevant proposals than less productive groups 
where relevant proposals are defined as proposals that adhere to the boundaries and 
limitations set by the case study information. This is an expected observation considering 
the productive groups established a shared understanding of the issues and in doing so 
created a shared frame of reference. For example, agreeing on the group’s moral 
orientation towards the concept of the importance of creating shared value as part of a 
business model, meant that ZHL Group 1 implicitly discounted some proposals and 
narrowed down the scope of proposals made. This allowed the group to discuss a smaller 
number of focussed proposals in more depth (Newman et al., 1995). During the proposal 
phase of the discussion the productive group analysed and argued five relevant proposals 
with detailed reference to how proposals would be implemented and what barriers to 
implementation would have to be overcome (see Excerpt 11 for an example). (Amendment 
12) 
 
In addition to this, the groups also had a higher response rate to both relevant and 
irrelevant proposals (Barron, 2003), even though irrelevant proposals did not occur with the 
same frequency as they did in less productive groups. When irrelevant proposals did occur 
they were systematically eliminated through a process of argumentation and explanation 
which in itself demonstrated the groups’ ability to self-regulate and apply their knowledge 
of the case study material to produce explanations that benefitted the discussion process of 
the group (Borthick et al., 2003; Chi, 2000; Chi et al., 1989). 
 
The linear pattern of the discussions culminated in the groups reaching consensus on the 
action they would take in the presented business scenario. The vast majority of the 
conversational moves existed in the Learning Zone. The productive discussions, and for that 
matter productive parts of the discussion in other groups, were not completely void of 
distractions or dysfunctional silences or, in other words, conversation acts that exist outside 
of the Learning Zone. However, when distractions or dysfunctional silences did occur in 
these discussions, repair was promptly initiated and accepted by the group to return to the 
Learning Zone (Hoey, 2018; Schegloff, 2007). This repair was realised by group members 
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adopting the positions of Facilitators or Managers and subsequently being granted these 
positions by the rest of the group. 
 
Barron’s (2003) summary of the observations of productive groups in a primary school 
mathematics class equally applies to the productive groups in my study: 
 
Groups that did well engaged the ideas of participants, had low rates of ignoring or 
rejecting, paid attention to attention, and echoed the ideas of one another. Their 
successful achievement of a joint problem-solving space was especially reflected in 
high rates of huddling around the workbooks and mutual gaze. These nonverbal, 
synchronized movements suggest an intense level of joint ownership over the 
production and representation of the work. It was not that more successful groups 
were immune to problems of coordination but rather that members used strategies 
that evoked or recruited joint focus of attention (p. 349). 
 
The productive groups satisfied both the criteria for individual contributions that 
demonstrate critical thinking (Newman et al., 1995; Pena-Schaff & Nicholls, 2004; 
Weinberger & Fischer, 2006) and a high level of connectedness among those contributions. 
When applying the ICAP lens (Chi, 2009; Chi & Wylie, 2014) to interpret observations from 
productive groups a significant portion of the groups’ time are spent on interactive activities 
and new knowledge and ideas were forged through a co-constructive process of 
argumentation and dialogue (Chi & Menekse, 2015). Excerpt 1 from ZHL Group 1 is an 
example of this close connection between turns where students each respond to a 
preceding turn with either a challenge to or an elaboration of the point being made (Pena-
Schaff & Nicholls, 2004).  
 
Having presented a profile of a productive discussion, the question arises as to how these 
groups were able to forge and maintain the discussion. What did the groups do differently 
from less productive groups? The three main points of difference that became apparent 
were, as mentioned in previous chapters, the groups’ engagement in an issue framing 
phase, their ability to perform repair when needed, and the presence of Critics who steered 
the discussion into deeper levels of analysis and facilitated the questioning of assumptions. 
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Turn 10 and 12 in Excerpt 8 are both examples of the group employing silences at the end of 
a topic to provide a space for reflection and reorientation to the next point that is then 
introduced in Turn 13. Turn 2 and 5 from Excerpt 9 illustrate other instances of functional 
silence when information is introduced that steers the conversation in a new direction and 
refutes previous proposals. The turns preceding and following the silences display a high 
level of connectedness. This indicates that the silences were used by the group members to 
analyse the new information and integrate it into their contributions and follow up 
proposals. 
 
Excerpt 11 demonstrates how, after a period of joking and distraction, one of the group 
members integrates facilitation skills and argumentation skills to not only repair the 
conversation but to also progress it. Seemingly simple gestures such as pointing to the 
person whose argument one is responding to and paraphrasing the argument are examples 
of facilitation acts that were observed in the productive group and notably absent in 
attempts at repair or facilitation in groups with less productive discussions. 
 
This excerpt (see also Excerpt 1) further illustrates the final distinguishing feature of 
productive groups or productive sections of a discussion to be addressed here: group 
members acting as Critics. The position of a Critic is associated with probing, challenging, 
and questioning for justification which are all examples of expository moves. These type of 
responses are labelled “dispreferred” from a CA perspective (Schegloff, 2007, p. 65) as they 
are counter to the closing of a conversation sequence and involve a level of disagreement 
which conversation partners tend to avoid in social circumstances (Sacks et al., 1974). 
However, as these dispreferred responses are expansion-relevant they are crucial for 
learning from argumentation (Schwarz & Baker, 2017). Sawyer (2013) refers to a higher 
number of dispreferred or contrary responses in groups with more productive discussions in 
an educational setting. Other CA studies have also explored the benefits and even necessity 
of disagreement in business meetings (Angouri, 2012; Choi & Schnurr, 2014).  
 
An understanding of the mechanics of a productive discussion serves as a benchmark for 
looking into discussions that are less productive to varying degrees. Although the examples 
of productive discussions are not intended as a model of the perfect discussion, there would 
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be very little need for tutor intervention in discussions of this quality as the groups 
demonstrated an ability to self-correct when problems in the discussions occurred. Using 
the characteristics of a productive discussion as a baseline for minimal tutor intervention, 
the focus now shifts to semi-productive discussions where a certain level of tutor 
intervention would be necessary to equip the group with the strategies they need to 
conduct a more productive discussion. 
 
7.3 Profile of a semi-productive discussion 
 
Figure 5: Group discussion profile of a semi-productive conversation 
 
Three groups from the data fit the profile of a semi-productive discussion. This 
categorisation was made based on the quality of the groups’ issue framing phase, their 
ability to initiate and follow through on performing repair, and the number of turns that 
demonstrated critical thinking. Mesny (2013) warns against an overemphasis on decision 
making at the expense of other managerial skills such as problem identification and 
searching for information when designing case study tasks. The pattern that emerged in the 
profile of a semi-productive group discussion indicates such an overemphasis by the groups 
on “getting the job done” and reaching consensus without the necessary attention and time 
dedicated to construct a joint understanding of the issues.  
  151 
In the semi-productive groups issue framing was attempted and there were isolated 
instances of single issues being adequately framed. Mostly issues were named instead of 
framed as can be observed in Excerpt 5.  As a result, the groups did not create a thorough 
shared understanding or a shared vocabulary to draw on during the proposal and 
argumentation phase. The excerpt further illustrates how – according to the ICAP model – 
the group was engaging in active learning activities when selecting facts to present instead 
of progressing to the level of constructive activities by drawing connections between the 
individual contributions.  
 
The product of the attempted issue framing in the example is a list of stakeholders: the 
state, employees, patients and managers of the company. This information was selected 
from the case study to create an accurate, albeit incomplete, list. What is most notably 
absent is the demonstration of an understanding from the group members of how those 
stakeholders are related to the company or influence each other. Other examples of 
attempted but incomplete or shallow issue framing follows the same pattern with issues 
being listed in isolation with no follow up discussion on their correlation with other issues 
and their influence on the outcome of implementing possible proposals. 
 
Due to an inadequacy of the issue framing phase in semi-productive groups, proposals were 
made very early in the discussion, typically within the first few minutes. Semi-productive 
and unproductive groups only managed to table one or two relevant proposals. However, 
the feedback loop between proposals and argumentation is absent. Instead, once the 
groups attempted to engage in argumentation about the proposal they found themselves at 
a loss of a mutual understanding of their views of the issues related to the case study and 
what followed was silence or distraction. The way these silences were repaired were most 
often by making new proposals or repeating proposals that had already been tabled. The 
consequence being that a significant portion of time was spent outside the Learning Zone 
and on attempting repair. However, instead of employing facilitation skills to return to the 
issue framing phase they repeated the pattern of presenting a proposal, attempting 
argumentation – but mostly only agreeing or disagreeing without elaboration – and then 
lapsing into dysfunctional silence or distraction in the form of off-topic talk. This skewed the 
balance of expository and peripheral conversational moves towards a much higher 
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occurrence of peripheral conversational moves at the expense of the utilisation of learning 
opportunities. 
 
Minimal post-expansions in response to a proposal were frequently observed following an 
inadequate issue framing phase. The turns following proposals were often used to end the 
sequence rather than elaborate on the argument being put forward (Schegloff, 2007, pp. 
148-149). (For an example see Excerpt 18). When applying the ICAP model to this 
phenomenon even constructive learning activities, such as synthesising a proposal from 
prior knowledge and information related to the case study (an expository speech act), is 
responded to with a lower order active learning activity such as acknowledgment or 
agreement without elaboration (a peripheral speech act).  
 
As discussed in the previous section on productive discussions, nonminimal post-expansions 
serve the progression and development of an argument more effectively than minimal post-
expansions (Schegloff, 2007). Therefore, having a student adopt the position of a Critic, 
rather than a Collaborator who acknowledges and agrees with elaboration, would have 
meant not only a richer argumentation around the statement being made but perhaps 
another attempt at the absent issue framing phase of the discussion. Consider for instance, 
if acknowledgement were to be replaced with questions in Excerpt 18. The formulation and 
answering of questions would create a range of possible learning opportunities. Firstly, the 
person presenting a proposal would have to verbalise and justify the merits of their 
proposal which would afford them with an opportunity to evaluate their own argument 
(Chi, 2000; Chi et al., 1994). The other group members would then be required to evaluate 
the argument and make a judgment as to whether they accept or reject the explanation 
(Weinberger & Fischer, 2006). 
 
A final concern in semi-productive groups is the tendency for group members to position 
themselves as Experts, rather than Facilitators, when another student adopts the position of 
being In Need of Help. This pattern of someone being In Need of Help and another group 
member providing an answer without elaboration or checking whether their answer 
addressed the question repeats itself frequently in semi-productive groups. Once again, the 
root of the lack of deep learning can be identified through considering the nature of the 
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activities according to the ICAP model. Both the speech act of requesting information and 
providing a factual statement are examples of active learning activities. The Expert providing 
the answer is not checking their own or the recipient’s understanding of how the provided 
fact fits into the overall case study and the person In Need of Help is not making visible their 
process of assimilating the new knowledge into their mental model for both their own and 
the whole groups’ benefit (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). (For examples from the data see Excerpt 
25 and Excerpt 26). 
 
7.4 Profile of an unproductive discussion 
 
Figure 6: Group discussion profile of an unproductive conversation 
 
One of the groups from the data set displayed the profile of a predominantly unproductive 
discussion to the extent that a total breakdown in communication transpired. Unlike the 
semi-productive groups this group made no attempt at collaboratively framing the issues or 
even referring to the issues that frame the case study but rather proceeding straight to 
putting forward proposals on how the group should act in the scenario presented in the 
case study. The proposals were often met by drawn-out silences which supports Barron’s 
(2003) finding that less successful groups were more likely to respond to ideas with silence. 
These silences not only occurred five times more frequently than they did on average in 
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semi-productive groups, the duration of the silences were six times longer on average than 
in the semi-productive groups. 
 
The majority of the spoken turns were used to attempt repair from dysfunctional silences 
and distraction. However, these attempts at repair were hampered on two fronts. Due to 
the lack of a shared understanding of the issues pertaining to the case – and even the basic 
parameters of the case study itself – the discussion never progressed to any form of 
argumentation or negotiation. Secondly, the group members did not display any facilitation 
skills in their attempts at repair. Turns taken after dysfunctional silences were in the 
majority of instances new sequences with no references to points previously raised by other 
group members. These turns took the form of proposals but lacked both elaboration and an 
invitation to the other group members to contribute. Alternatively, isolated factual 
statements about the case study were made without creating a context for the mentioning 
of the specific fact at the specific point in the discussion.  
 
Therefore, even though, some attempt was made at presenting proposals these proposals 
were met with silences lasting up to 15 seconds. After an initial phase where group 
members attempted repair in response to resistance, the group seemed to view the 
attempts at repair as futile and not only resisted through silence but by physically turning 
away from the discussion and looking around the room or busying themselves with their 
personal devices.  
 
As mentioned in Chapter 6 on positioning (and is evident from Excerpt 16), two students 
positioned themselves as Helpers by taking notes. Although, no facilitation of constructing a 
shared point of reference was evident. The choice of positioning in context proved to be an 
avoidance tactic rather than an endeavour to create learning opportunities.  
 
This was the only instance from the data where students were completely passive in their 
approach to the learning activities for extended periods of time. Not only did the group fail 
to achieve the level of constructiveness according to the ICAP model, but there was also 
virtually no connectedness among the contributions (Chi & Menekse, 2015). 
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7.5 Summary 
 
After a thorough overview of the literature related to collaborative learning, the teaching of 
ethics in higher education business studies, and CA studies on decision-making in business 
meetings three aspects for analysis of the data emerged: issue framing, silence and 
positioning. The individual chapters on findings explored these three aspects while this 
chapter took a higher-level view of the connections among the three variables to test the 
hypotheses articulated at the beginning of the project and to provide guidelines for learning 
design and teaching interventions to be outlined in the next chapter. 
 
The findings yielded detailed insights into these three phenomena and how they influence 
and are influenced by each other. It became apparent that issue framing is not only a 
necessary phase in the discussion to ensure sustained, robust and productive 
argumentation but that this phase needs to precede the proposal and argumentation phase 
of the discussion. The quality and depth of the issue framing phase further had an impact on 
the groups’ ability to create and sustain productive conversations and to reach satisfactory 
decisions from a business point of view (Bridgman, 2011; Bridgman et al., 2016). 
 
Where issue framing was performed with a high instance of connected expository moves, 
groups produced more relevant proposals and continued to argue the merit of those 
proposals displaying co-constructive learning resulting in consensus on a course of action. In 
groups where issue framing was attempted but critical thinking was not consistently present 
the outcome was a less productive proposal and argumentation phase. An unproductive 
pattern of putting forward a proposal without the follow up of argumentation was 
observed. In the one instance where the issue framing phase was altogether absent a 
complete communication breakdown occurred. The first hypothesis is therefore accepted in 
the context of the study: a high-quality issue framing phase hallmarked by connected critical 
thinking leads to more productive discussions. 
From the data two types of silence were identified: functional and dysfunctional silence. In 
addition to serving a communicative function in the discussions, one of the characteristics of 
functional silence were that the groups were able to return to the discussion after a 
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functional silence without the need for extensive repair. Dysfunctional silence, on the other 
hand, required specific repair tactics associated with facilitation skills that were often 
absent in the data observed. Hoey (2018) identified three practical alternatives for lapse 
resolution in ordinary talk. Participants may “move to end the interaction, continue with 
prior talk, or start something new” (p. 330). Productive groups mostly continued and 
elaborated on the prior talk and as such a progressive development of the line of argument 
was possible. Unproductive groups most frequently started a new sequence unrelated to 
the prior talk. 
 
Moreover, once the group has returned to talking after a silence, facilitative measures 
needed to be in place to allow for an argument to develop and to prevent the group from 
repeating the pattern by responding to the next turn with another dysfunctional silence. 
Kurzon’s (2007) approach to categorising silence suggests that the data analyst should ask 
what is not being said when a silence occurs. Dysfunctional silences become recurrent in the 
absence of repair, facilitation moves, and the progression of the discussion with expository 
moves. 
 
Following from this, the second hypothesis stating that dysfunctional silences occur as a 
result of a lack of facilitative and expository moves is partly accepted. The lack of those 
conversational moves, however, is not always the initial cause for these silences to occur. A 
lack of connectedness among isolated incidents of critical thinking proved to be a reliable 
predictor of the occurrence of dysfunctional silence in the early stages of the discussions. 
This finding supports Webb’s (2013) observations on skip connecting as a characteristic of 
ineffective collaboration.  
 
The design of case study activities has a role to play in scaffolding discussions. This can be 
further reinforced by group members assuming – or being assigned – the positions of 
Facilitators and Scribes. The presence of these positions, assuming that group members 
possess the relevant communication skills, is positively associated with fewer dysfunctional 
silences and the prompt repair of dysfunctional silences when they do occur (Webb, 2009). 
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In unproductive groups students might position themselves as Entertainers as an obvious 
avoidance tactic or assume a position such as a Helper to mask a withdrawal from the 
conversation by appearing busy. Silence accompanied with physical signs of avoidance such 
as the extended reading of notes or a physical orientation away from the group are strong 
indicators of the need for tutor intervention.  
 
The final hypothesis claimed a connection between expository moves, certain positions 
students adopt in the discussion and a higher incidence of co-constructive learning. During 
the proposal and argumentation phase of the discussion the position of Critic clearly 
emerged as a necessary function for creating learning opportunities that go beyond the 
sharing of knowledge provided in the case study. One of the ways students learn in groups 
according to Sawyer (2013) is through conflict and controversy. This notion is discussed in 
detail in Schwarz and Baker’s (2017) book on argumentation in education. The presence of 
Critics enabled the group to engage in and demonstrate critical thinking through 
argumentation as they introduced information that disturbed students’ cognitive 
equilibrium and lead them to modify cognitive structures (Chi & Ohlsson, 2005). 
Furthermore, when students acted as Critics there was a greater connectedness between 
argumentative moves (Webb, 2013) which is prerequisite for co-constructive learning (Chi & 
Menekse, 2015). This greater connectedness can be partially credited to the fact that 
students wanted to defend their stance when directly challenged which created a healthy 
exchange of arguments and counterarguments. 
 
The position of Critic occurred most frequently in productive groups, infrequently in semi-
productive groups and not at all in the unproductive group. However, hypotheses three 
cannot be unequivocally accepted as students in the productive groups not only frequently 
adopted the position of a Critic but also successfully adopted the position of Facilitator and 
displayed superior facilitation skills to the semi-productive and unproductive groups. 
Facilitative conversational moves played a large role in repair, directing and focussing the 
conversation and ensuring contributions were heard from all group members. These 
conditions – although not equal to critical thinking and co-constructive learning – created an 
optimal environment for critical thinking and co-constructive learning to happen.  
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7.6 Theoretical contributions 
 
The study set out to understand face-to-face collaborative interaction and argumentation in 
a very specific educational scenario namely decision making around a business case study 
focussed on ethics. Besides making a theoretical contribution to the field of collaborative 
learning through argumentation in higher education, the purpose of seeking a deeper 
understanding of how group discussions operate in this context was to develop a set of 
guidelines for tutor intervention in a higher education classroom. This is in response to an 
exploratory study performed by Hardman (2016) in undergraduate and postgraduate 
engineering seminars, where he calls for follow up work to be done in understanding tutor 
interventions in order to improve professional development in higher education. 
 
Studies investigating collaborative learning face the challenge of making the cognitive 
processes that operate on an individual and group level visible for analysis (Fiore et al., 
2010; Greeno & van de Sande, 2007; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013; Hoadley, 2018; Warner et al., 
2005). As Sawyer (2013) states “learning is an ongoing social process, and a full explanation 
of the processes of collaboration requires an empirical study of the moment-to-moment 
processes whereby individual actions result in the emergence of a collective outcome” (p. 
332). CA has been proven a fitting tool for gaining insight into the micro or “moment-to-
moment processes” of interaction in many contexts including education (Koschmann, 2013; 
Mazur, 2008; Seedhouse, 2005; Sidnell & Stivers, 2013). Therefore, the research project 
contributes to the field of CA by employing it to gain insights into the cognitive processes at 
work in an educational setting that has not been explored by CA before, namely case study 
learning in higher education.  
 
Simultaneously, it augments the knowledge on case study learning in business education. 
Despite its widespread use as the preferred method for business education (Bridgman et al., 
2016; He, 2015; McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006), Mesny (2013) has raised concerns about 
the lack of empirical evidence for the learning gains afforded by the case method. Although 
not aimed at proving the effectiveness of the case method as others have done in response 
to Mesny (Liang & Wang, 2004; Pilz & Zenner, 2017), this study does provide insights into 
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the mechanics of learning through the use of cases. The findings provide explanations for 
shortcomings in the collaborative learning process and as a result the findings is a starting 
point for improving collaborative learning in higher education in general, and improvements 
to the implementation of the case method specifically. 
 
In terms of more specific contributions to the field of collaboration in higher education, the 
study confirms the findings on different types of silence from Jin’s (2014) study on problem-
based learning in higher education. In her study she refers to the need of facilitators to be 
aware of acceptable wait times before intervening in a group discussion. My findings build 
on that finding by adding the dimension of body language and the occurrence of patterns of 
silence as indicators for the need for intervention. 
 
Furthermore, the use of positioning analysis in conjunction with CA is still viewed by some 
as experimental in both fields (Day & Kjaerbeck, 2013; Deppermann, 2013; Korobov, 2001). 
This study tests the appropriateness of combining the two approaches to preserve the 
theoretical essence of CA where claims are only made based on that which can be observed 
in the local context. As the project was mainly a CA endeavour, positioning analysis was 
employed as a support for CA as opposed to studies in business (Fiore et al., 2010; 
Halvorsen & Sarangi, 2015; Hirvonen, 2013, 2016) and primary and high school class rooms 
where positioning theory was the departure point for analysis (Abrahamson & Wilensky, 
2005; Anderson, 2009; M. Barnes, 2004; Glazier, 2009).  
 
Positioning analysis, although still a smaller field than positioning theory, has been used to 
analyse interactions in the media (Armon, 2016), self-help groups (Atsushi, 2014) and to my 
knowledge one study conducted among high school students investigating social rather than 
educational conversations (Georgakopoulou, 2013). Therefore, this study not only adds to 
establish the field of positioning analysis as an appropriate and suitable tool to use in 
conjunction with CA, it also experiments with the use positioning analysis in a previously 
unchartered context namely higher education. 
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7.7 Limitations of the study and directions for further research 
 
Limitations that apply to the research have to be pointed out. Some of these could feasibly 
serve as starting points for future research projects to further the expanding body of 
knowledge on collaborative learning. Firstly, the time-intensive nature of performing CA has 
limited the size of the data set. Although, I am satisfied that data saturation occurred in 
terms of the conversation patterns observed as discussed in Figure 3 through 6, collecting 
data from groups of the same cohort over the course of a whole semester would 
undoubtedly provide valuable insights into intragroup development and learning and a 
means of measuring the effectiveness of the proposed interventions. A longitudinal study 
employing the same data analysis methods is a rich avenue for future research. 
 
Secondly, the use of CA implies that potentially important variables influencing 
collaboration such as personality, cultural background and gender are not taken into 
consideration (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013). This potential blind spot of a CA study is a 
limitation of the study. Further research would be necessary to test the interventions set 
out in the next chapter against variables that fall outside of a CA focus. 
 
A potential criticism of the study relates to external validity and the “so-what” question 
Clifton (2006, p. 215) refers to. Studying learning from a sociocultural perspective favours 
the use of qualitative methods such as CA. This ensures a high level of ecological validity 
while sacrificing generisability (Danish & Gresalfi, 2018). For a CA study to be applicable in a 
wider context and inform practice it has to stray from pure CA by making generalisations 
that are not immediately evident from the data (Richards, 2005; Sacks et al., 1974; ten 
Have, 2007). Therefore, any CA study that ventures into a new domain such as business 
education demands follow up research (Seedhouse, 2005). 
 
Ethical considerations, security relating to personal data, and gaining consent for video-
recording students are all factors that have to be considered and managed when planning 
to integrate the use of video into a university course. Having students refuse to be 
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videotaped for personal or cultural reasons raises obstacles to implementing some of the 
recommendations made in the next chapter.  
 
Current research on teacher intervention in small group collaborative tasks have been 
focussed on the primary and secondary school classroom and on the subject areas of 
mathematics, science and social science (Barron, 2003; Chinn et al., 2000; Chiu, 2004; 
Gillies, 2004; Webb et al., 2009). This project offers some teacher intervention strategies 
aimed specifically at collaborative learning among university students and in the field of 
business ethics. Further studies to test my interventions in both business studies and other 
fields would add to a more complete picture and guiding principles for teacher intervention 
in higher education and add to the theory on scaffolding. Tabak and Kyza (2018) pointed this 
out as an area in the literature in need of development. 
 
Another possibility for future research projects into the nature of collaboration in business 
case studies could include employing other qualitative methods. For instance, interviews 
with the participants where they are shown videos of the group discussions and asked to 
reflect on their own and others’ contributions and positions could provide valuable insights 
into how the participants interpreted the interaction. This would honour the emic nature of 
this type of project and strengthen the findings and subsequent claims. 
 
Finally, the study could be replicated in both a synchronous and asynchronous online 
learning environment. A comparison between the benefits and drawbacks of face-to-face 
collaborative learning and CSCL would be valuable in determining the most beneficial 
format for specific content from different subject areas. 
 
In addition to providing some intervention strategies for the problems identified, the next 
chapter also recommends strategies for feedback and assessment. Future research could 
investigate the effectiveness of both the intervention and assessment strategies, as well as 
broaden the scope of the findings by replicating the study in different cohorts. 
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7.8 Conclusion 
 
The study was designed and conducted with two overarching questions in mind. Firstly, to 
find out through the use of CA how business students employ conversation in a face-to-face 
learning environment to create and utilise learning opportunities when negotiating 
consensus in an ethics case study. Secondly, to orientate the findings from the study in 
terms of the current literature and theory on cognition and learning design in higher 
education.  
 
In this chapter I systematically presented profiles of the group discussions observed in the 
data by amalgamating the different aspects of the findings. These profiles formed the basis 
for the discussion around insights into the mechanics of group discussions. The observations 
allowed for the testing of the hypotheses formulated at the onset of the project to guide the 
inquiry.  
 
Following the Summary section where the outcomes of the hypotheses testing are 
presented, the discussion advanced to considering how the project is situated in terms of 
the existing research on cognition and learning design in higher education. General and 
specific contributions are discussed followed by an exploration of the limitations of the 
study and how future research projects could address some of those limitations. In the next 
and final chapter, I further address the second research questions by providing 
recommendations and guidelines for tutor intervention and learning design in a higher 
education context.  
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Chapter 8: Learning design and teaching 
interventions 
 
This final chapter is aimed at researchers, learning designers and tutors – and those are not 
necessarily three different groups – who are interested in testing the interventions to build 
on the findings of this study for research purposes or to trial interventions in their group 
work sessions in order to improve their teaching. The chapter is mostly dedicated to outline 
strategies for both learning design and on-the-spot intervention and linking these strategies 
to the features of effective tutor intervention. In closing a few recommendations on how 
the findings from the study could inform various forms of assessment of collaborative tasks 
are presented. 
 
The strategies for on-the-spot interventions are described in terms of how it relates to the 
underpinning theory but also presented in textboxes marked as Tutor Toolkit for ease of 
application. The strategies are intended to be general enough to be implemented across a 
variety of mediums, from verbal instruction to printed cards to digital distribution in 
classrooms equipped with the suitable technology. In creating such a set of strategies for 
intervention I am attempting to address the need for scaffolding argumentation in 
collaborative learning identified by Schwarz and Baker (2017) and building on Hardman’s 
(2016) exploratory work on tutor interventions in a higher education setting. In their book 
on argumentation as a tool for education they claim that “scant empirical evidence exists 
about specific teaching interventions that may lead to improved group learning” (Schwarz & 
Baker, 2017, pp. 188-189).  
 
Any intervention starts with an assessment. If the tutor – correctly or incorrectly – assesses 
a group as needing help an intervention will follow. Therefore, assessment even on this 
micro-level is important to ensure optimal learning and support for collaborative tasks 
(Pellegrino, 2018). A correct assessment of a group’s progress will inform an appropriate 
intervention. Intervention that is too explicit and content-focussed can adversely affect 
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group productivity while probing for explanations and fostering meta-cognitive and 
argumentation skills have been proven to yield the best results for learning (Chinn & Clark, 
2013; Webb et al., 2009). Gillies (2004) found in her study on teacher interventions in 
primary school classrooms that teachers who received training on the topic of interventions 
provided less discipline-specific guidance but rather guided students to develop the meta-
cognitive and argumentation skills to solve problems in the group. 
 
It is worth noting that tutors were present during data collection. The tutors present during 
data collection did observe groups and were occupied with assigning participation marks to 
the groups being filmed as well as the other groups in the tutorial. As such each tutor were 
tasked with observing five to six groups simultaneously. This preoccupation with admin 
duties could explain the complete lack of interventions in the data set. It is also possible that 
tutors were intimidated by the fact that one of the groups were recorded and that the 
presence of the camera deterred them from attempting to intervene. However, in other 
tutorials where I casually observed, as a colleague, without recording equipment a similar 
lack of interventions was observed and leads me to conclude that either tutors had to many 
tasks to manage or felt unequipped to perform meaningful interventions.  
 
Referring back to the profile of a productive group discussion three main points of 
difference were observed when compared to less productive groups: the group’s 
engagement in an issue framing phase, their ability to perform repair when needed through 
the application of facilitation skills, and the presence of Critics who steered the group into 
deeper levels or analysis and questioning of assumptions. 
 
In terms of interventions and recommendations, as a starting point for creating an optimal 
learning environment in collaborative activities, learning designers and tutors could aim to 
ensure that the three criteria above are satisfied in group work tasks. Although some groups 
would spontaneously engage in a phase where they frame issues, this step in the discussion 
should be clearly instructed in the learning material (Ostberg, 2009; Stokoe, 2000). After 
adapting instructions between the first and second round of data collection I observed a 
marked increase in the time spent on issue framing.  
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A further step in ensuring that the issue framing phase is executed to an acceptable level 
could be for tutors to provide the group with instructions on the discussion around framing 
the issues and withholding further instructions on the details of the decision-making task 
until they are satisfied that the group has generated a satisfactory understanding of the 
issues related to the case study (Tabak & Kyza, 2018). Depending on resources and the 
structure of a course, the discussion on issue framing could be conducted as an online 
discussion in preparation for the face-to-face tutorial. This would equip the tutor with an 
awareness of where the discussions are starting from and flag potential problems in specific 
groups that might need attention. 
 
Addressing students’ ability to perform facilitation and repair is a much more complex 
endeavour. To fully develop this skill in students who are lacking it could involve a stand-
alone business communication course. However, providing students with resources to aide 
them in gaining basic facilitation skills could improve the productivity of group discussions. 
Students can be referred to a user-friendly and practical resource such as Kaner’s (2014) 
book on facilitation skills via the learning management system. 
 
The lack of an adequate issue framing phase can partially be addressed in the learning 
design of collaborative activities. A supplemental strategy would be assigning a student to 
the position of Helper – and more specifically a Scribe. Requiring the group to produce a 
visible representation of their discussion, albeit only for their own reference, could have 
highlighted their lack of in-depth issue framing whilst simultaneously providing them with a 
means of checking the relevance of proposals at a later stage in the discussion. 
 
Because interventions need to cause as little disruption as possible (Schwarz & Baker, 2017; 
Webb, 2009) it is recommended that tutors are prepared with a succinct verbal description 
of the position. Alternatively, a printed card handed to the student in question could be 
useful as visual reminder of a position having been assigned. It is important that the student 
being assigned this position does not view it as merely a copying down of what other group 
members say but also understand the facilitative function required of a Scribe that includes 
ensuring that everyone in the group has heard contributions and eliciting contributions from 
members who are not readily providing them (Barron, 2003; Kaner, 2014). 
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Figure 7: Scribe position description 
Tutor Toolkit: Assign a Scribe 
When to use: In case a group omits necessary phases in the discussion that would 
lead to them lacking a shared understanding or vocabulary to produce productive 
arguments in the decision-making process. For example, if the discussion requires 
them to define certain concepts or agree on certain terms and they do not achieve 
this in the first phase of their discussion. 
How to use: Identify a student to position as a Scribe and provide them with their 
instructions – this can be done verbally, using a printed copy of the instructions 
below or pushing a notification to the group’s computer pod. Ensure that the Scribe 
understands their task includes gathering ideas and communicating those ideas to 
all group members. 
Example: Luke, you will be the Scribe for your group for the next ten minutes. Your 
task is to produce a written summary of the ideas raised in that time. Make sure that 
when a new idea is added to the notes that all group members have heard and 
understand the idea. It is also a good idea to involve all your group members and 
gather everyone’s ideas before moving on to the next phase of the discussion. 
 
Assigning positions to students in order to further group learning is an established strategy 
that has been implemented in various education scenarios – including ethics education 
(Singer, 2013; van Aalst, 2013; Webb, 2009). More specifically educating students in the use 
of critical questions leads to an increase in the quality of learning in collaborative activities 
(Chinn & Clark, 2013). When a group repeats the pattern of only acknowledging arguments 
rather than engaging with the argument on a deeper level it would require tutor 
intervention to break the pattern and replace a peripheral speech act (acknowledgement) 
with an exploratory speech act (questioning). Therefore, substituting one position 
(Collaborator) for another (Critic) would require tutor intervention. 
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Figure 8: Critic position description 
Tutor Toolkit: Assign a Critic 
When to use: In case group members agree or disagree with ideas without 
elaborating on why they agree or disagree or when new ideas are raised without 
sufficient discussion about their merits.  
How to use: Identify a student to position as a Critic and provide them with their 
instructions – this can be done verbally, using a printed copy of the instructions 
below or pushing a notification to the group’s computer pod. Ensure that the Critic 
understands they are expected to question and challenge ideas, proposals and 
arguments. 
Example: Mika, you will be the Critic for your group for the next ten minutes. Your 
task is to challenge your group members to explain and justify their ideas. An 
effective way of doing this is using why and how questions. For example, “can you 
explain how your solution would be implemented by the business?” or “why do you 
think your proposal is a better option than the proposal made before?” 
 
Similarly, the awareness of facilitation skills and the actual skills required to improve on the 
pattern of a student adopting the position of Expert in response to a student being In Need 
of Help is most likely not resolvable through a single tutor intervention in the course of the 
conversation. However, a reminder on checking for understanding could be a starting point 
in adjusting this pattern. 
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Figure 9: Check for understanding 
Tutor Toolkit: Check for understanding 
When to use: In case there is a recurring pattern of asking for information and 
factual answers are provided without explanation or when explanations are provided 
without checking that they were understood, especially if inaccuracies in the use of 
certain concepts are evident. 
How to use: When you have identified this pattern in a group identify an instance 
where you can model a more facilitative approach of checking understanding. 
Remind the group to use questions such as the ones you model. 
Example: Zhang, did Samara’s explanation of shared corporate value make sense 
to you?  
Do you have any further questions?  
Can you think of an example of what she just said? 
How does her explanation relate to the case study? 
 
The interventions outlined above all aim at upskilling the groups to be able to firstly, create 
learning opportunities for engaging in critical thinking and secondly, develop stronger 
connectedness among the contributions made by group members. The reason some group 
discussions were categorised as semi-productive instead of completely unproductive is 
because critical thinking did occur in isolated instances and were made visible through 
individuals’ conversational moves. However, the discussions were less productive than they 
could have been had there been a higher level of interconnection among the instances of 
critical thinking and the generation of more learning opportunities that would see an 
increase in the frequency and quality of critical thinking. 
 
Considering the lack of critical thinking and learning opportunities in an unproductive group 
discussion, then begs the question how the situation could be improved through tutor 
intervention. Assuming that the principles of scaffolding were adhered to in the learning 
design phase (Chinn & Clark, 2013; Schwarz & Baker, 2017; Webb, 2009) and that clear 
instructions were presented to guide the group through a phase of framing the issues, 
where would a tutor start in mitigating the communication problems in an unproductive 
discussion as it unfolds? 
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The findings related to silence indicated that tutor intervention in response to silence 
should be performed with caution and after an assessment of the type of silence that 
groups are experiencing. Functional silence proved to be a part of productive conversations 
(Jin, 2014) and tutor intervention would disrupt the progression of such a discussion. 
Conversely, dysfunctional silence serves as an indicator of difficulties being experienced by a 
group and, in the absence of effective repair by the group members, requires tutor 
intervention. 
 
In the specific instance where a student positions themselves a Scribe as a tactic to avoid 
involvement in the discussion, the tutor could reiterate the actual task description to 
prevent the position being used as an avoidance tactic and to ensure the position is cycled 
among different group members over the course of the discussion. Even more effective, 
could be assigning a student to the position of a Facilitator. In groups where a complete 
communication breakdown has already occurred it might be prudent for the tutor to model 
this behaviour to some extent before handing over to the student Facilitator. 
 
Figure 10: Facilitator position description 
Tutor Toolkit: Assign a Facilitator 
When to use: In case prolonged silences occur and the discussion fails to progress.  
How to use: Identify a student to position as a Facilitator and provide them with their 
instructions – this can be done verbally, using a printed copy of the instructions 
below or pushing a notification to the group’s computer pod. It might be necessary to 
assist the Facilitator in starting a facilitation activity. 
Example: Olga, your task is to guide the group through a brainstorming activity and 
to make sure that everyone has an opportunity to contribute their ideas. In this 
activity, everyone will have three minutes to write down their ideas on [insert issue or 
proposal]. You are responsible for timing and when the time is up to give everyone 
an opportunity to discuss and explain their ideas and to invite others to comment on 
those ideas. 
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The brainstorming activity described above is an adaptation of Kaner’s (2014) Trigger 
Method for brainstorming and can be replaced with any of the other methods outlined in 
his book depending on task or for repeated use in the same group of students. 
 
8.1 Applications for the assessment of collaborative learning activities 
 
“The ultimate purpose of all assessments should be to promote student learning” 
(Pellegrino, 2018, p. 412). This sentiment served as the guiding principle for putting together 
recommendations for student assessment. There is, however, additional benefits to using 
micro-level insights in assessing collaboration. Because the assessment of group discussions 
is such a qualitative process any guidelines that can assist in standardising assessment 
would increase the usefulness of feedback and the fairness of assigned marks (Pellegrino, 
2018). 
 
8.1.1 Video data for formative feedback 
Using video data as a source for formative feedback has the potential to present students 
with exemplars of productive discussions and to raise awareness of shortcomings in the 
collaborative process. This process supports the interpretation and implementation of 
feedback.  
 
Although performing a full CA on the video-recorded discussions from an entire cohort is 
most likely outside the scope (and budget) of most course coordinators and tutors, studies 
such as this one could provide a starting point for the identification of portions of video data 
to use as learning material. Accompanying the position description of a Critic or Facilitator 
with a video clip would be invaluable to foster these skills in students. Over time a collection 
of video clips could be used as a stand-alone resource for business communication skills and 
students who are identified as lacking in the necessary communication skills could be 
referred to these materials.  
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8.1.2 Peer assessment and reflection activities 
Presenting a video of a group’s discussion to them as a reflection activity sets in motion 
another cycle of collaborative learning where the group has to assess their own discussion 
(Anderson, 2009). Requiring of a group to collaboratively construct such an evaluation 
creates the opportunity for engagement in interactive learning activities and for the co-
construction of strategies to improve their communication skills. Alternatively, a group can 
be presented with a video-recording of a different group’s discussion and asked to perform 
a peer assessment based on a set of criteria for the demonstration of critical thinking and 
communication skills. For example, asking students to identify instances of issue framing, 
silence and positioning from video-recordings of discussions could increase their awareness 
of the phenomena and how they function in discussions. 
 
8.1.3 Summative assessment of collaboration skills 
The practice of assigning participation marks or marks for collaboration during face-to-face 
discussions is widely accepted in tertiary education. I would argue that there is no equitable 
way to evaluate student’s participation and argumentation skills in real-time without the 
use of video-recordings. Considering the expectations regarding monitoring and intervening 
in group discussions it would be beyond the multi-tasking abilities of any tutor to 
simultaneously assign marks to individual students across multiple groups. Furthermore, not 
having video data to support the marks assigned to students leaves no opportunity for 
feedback or benchmarking with other markers in the same course. 
  
  172 
Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 
This research project and ultimately this thesis is the result of and a window into an 
educational intervention in an authentic learning situation. In 2014 I was approached by the 
course coordinator of a final semester commerce course responsible for ensuring graduates’ 
ethical competency. The brief was to implement case studies over the coming semesters 
that would foster not only ethical reasoning skills, but also students’ collaboration, 
communication, and critical thinking skills. The project had all the makings of a DBR research 
project and from that departure point the subsequent immersion in the literature, research 
design and analysis followed. 
 
9.1 The literature 
 
The research lives in the domain of the learning sciences and more specifically collaborative 
learning. Consulting leading works in these two fields was the starting point for engaging 
with the literature (Fischer et al., 2018; Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013). From there I engaged with 
current research and theories that provide insight into how learning takes place in 
collaboration. This included studies done on explanations (Chi et al., 1989; Chi et al., 1994); 
conflicts and controversy as a vehicle for argumentation in the learning process (Schwarz & 
Baker, 2017); and the importance of a high level of connectedness in group discussions (Chi 
& Menekse, 2015). 
 
Having created a representation from the literature on how learning takes place in 
collaboration, the focus then shifted to how this learning has been studied up to date. I 
presented an overview of the frameworks and coding schemes used in face-to-face settings 
and CSCL that allow researchers to make claims about the presence and level of 
connectedness of critical thinking and deep learning in collaboration (Chi, 2009; De Wever 
et al., 2006; Newman et al., 1995; Pena-Schaff & Nicholls, 2004; Weinberger & Fischer, 
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2006). Reference is also made to how these coding schemes were adapted and applied in 
understanding the data collected for this project. 
 
Completing the triad of how-questions I wanted to answer through evaluating the current 
research, the literature on scaffolding was then discussed in order to gain an understanding 
of how learning in collaboration is facilitated (Webb, 2009). The concept of scaffolding is a 
broad term that encompasses learning design and teaching interventions to ensure optimal 
learning and avoid the pitfalls of collaboration that can reduce its effectiveness (Barron, 
2003). I argue that understanding the requirements for scaffolding is the first step in 
mapping interventions that are beneficial to the group learning process. 
 
The focus then turned to collaborative learning in the specific context of this project: case 
study learning in higher education. A review of the literature revealed that, despite some 
criticism, this method is currently accepted as the best tool to facilitate deep learning, 
ethical reasoning skills and communication skills (Waples et al., 2009). It did, however, also 
highlight the lack of studies that provide micro-level insights into the sociocognitive 
processes at work when students engage with case studies. This is a gap I addressed in the 
current study. 
 
9.2 The research design and methods 
 
The second half of the review of the relevant literature focussed on the methodology and 
methods employed. As mentioned earlier the study was designed on the principles of DBR. 
(The Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). CA was used as an analysis method 
(Schegloff, 2007; ten Have, 2007). A review of the literature combined with an initial data 
analysis provided three foci for analysis to be used in conjunction with CA. I proceeded to 
look more specifically at how students framed issues (Wasson, 2016); the occurrence of 
silence (Kurzon, 2007) and the way students used language to position themselves in terms 
of learning opportunities in the group discussions (Barnes, 2004). 
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9.3 The findings and results 
 
When investigating the presence or absence and quality of groups’ issue framing, this aspect 
became a predictor of the groups’ overall productiveness. Groups that failed to engage in a 
robust issue framing phase encountered difficulties when attempting to argue consensus 
without a shared frame of reference. 
 
An in-depth look at the phenomenon of silence in group discussions revealed that silence 
can be either functional or dysfunctional. This distinction is made based on whether a 
silence allows the group members time to reflect, form responses, or mentally engage with 
a new topic. These silences are classified as functional silences and can be identified through 
students’ non-verbal cues of engagement and connected turns surrounding the silences. 
Dysfunctional silences are used to avoid interaction and are characterised through body 
language that avoid dialogue with the group as well as unconnected turns that precede and 
follow the silence. 
 
The way students positioned themselves in the discussion and the specific positions that 
students adopted had significant implications for learning in the group. A lack of facilitative 
moves hampered co-constructive learning while the presence of students who critiqued and 
challenged others’ ideas built on critical thinking and created more opportunities for deep 
learning. 
 
Results from the findings are valuable on both a theoretical and a practical level. The results 
contribute to the theories on collaborative learning and the body of research on case study 
learning in higher education. While the micro-level insights afforded by CA served as input 
for innovating interventions specific to the learning context. These innovations are 
presented in the final chapter of the thesis. 
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9.4 The road ahead 
 
A purely qualitative study such as this one has the potential to open up novel ways of seeing 
an existing phenomenon in its authentic setting. However, it is not possible to confidently 
extend the findings to other similar settings without more testing and trialling. As such it is 
my hope that others interested in improving collaborative learning in higher education 
would apply some of the insights and strategies that resulted from this study in their own 
work. 
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Appendix A 
Online ethics exercise: Round 1 of data collections 
 
Step 1: Students were asked to pick the odd one out of the following triads and give a brief 
reason for their choice: 
1. Utilitarianism – moral duty – consequences 
2. Categorical ethics – moral duty – cost benefit analysis 
3. Consequentialist ethics – cost benefit analysis – deontological ethics 
4. Deontological ethics – rules – utilitarianism 
 
Step 2: Students were presented with the following video on consequentialist ethics and the 
question: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hv6Og_XiauA 
In your own words give a brief description of what Consequentialist ethics is. 
 
Step 3: Students were then presented with the first 30 seconds of the following video on 
categorical ethics and the question before the rest of the video played: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tni_BjxN790 
In what way do you think Utilitarianism is different from Consequentialist ethics? 
 
Step 4: Students were again asked to pick the odd one out of the triads from Step 1 
(presented in a different order) and give a brief reason for their choice. 
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Appendix B 
Online ethics exercise: Round 2 of data collection 
 
Students were presented with the following video and asked to answer the questions: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDMedWiZ_Iw 
In your own words, explain the difference between deontology and utilitarianism. 
Which of the two ethical frameworks discussed in the video do you think is most often used 
to make business decisions? Give a reason for your answer. 
How would you make a decision in this scenario? 
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Appendix C 
Instructions for group discussion on ZHL case study: Round 2 of data collection 
 
1. Define the concept of bribery. What do you think it means to pay or receive a bribe? 
2. What corruption challenges has ZHL faced so far? Who are the affected parties? Has 
the company’s response so far been more consequentialist or utilitarian? 
3. Identify the consequences of paying the bribe and not paying the bribe. 
4. As a group decide what ZHL should do: pay the bribe or not pay the bribe? 
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Appendix D 
 
Jeffersonian Transcription System (ten Have, 2007) 
Symbol Name Use 
[text] Brackets Indicates the start and end points of overlapping 
speech. 
= Equal Sign Indicates the break and subsequent continuation 
of a single interrupted utterance. 
(# of 
seconds) 
Timed Pause A number in parentheses indicates the time, in 
seconds, of a pause in speech. 
(.) Micropause A brief pause, usually less than 0.2 seconds. 
. or  Period or Down 
Arrow 
Indicates falling pitch. 
? or  Question Mark or Up 
Arrow 
Indicates rising pitch. 
, Comma Indicates a temporary rise or fall in intonation. 
- Hyphen Indicates an abrupt halt or interruption in 
utterance. 
>text< Greater than / Less 
than symbols 
Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered 
more rapidly than usual for the speaker. 
<text> Less than / Greater 
than symbols 
Indicates that the enclosed speech was delivered 
more slowly than usual for the speaker. 
° Degree symbol Indicates whisper or reduced volume speech. 
ALL CAPS Capitalized text Indicates shouted or increased volume speech. 
underline Underlined text Indicates the speaker is emphasizing or stressing 
the speech. 
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::: Colon(s) Indicates prolongation of an utterance. 
(hhh)  Audible exhalation 
? or (.hhh)  High Dot Audible inhalation 
(text) Parentheses Speech which is unclear or in doubt in the 
transcript. 
((italic text)) Double Parentheses Annotation of non-verbal activity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
